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What lies beneath the patch of Cavalry Captain Kaeya 
Alberich? 


by somniloquist 


Summary 


What lies beneath the patch on Kaeya's eye is a secret no one knows. Kaeya hates with with 
his entire body and soul, and he's been persistent on not revealing himself to anyone. Ever. 
His mental state since leaving the winery years ago has worsened deeply. Diluc feels more 
than lucky to have found Kaeya when he did, for who could imagine what could happen if 
Kaeya had been left in this position for too long? 


Notes 


TW for PTSD episodes/panic attacks. 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


On the north side of Daduapa Gorge stands Kaeya Alberich, the model amongst the citizens of 
Mondstadt, the valiant Cavalry Captain of the Knights of Favonius. 


His hand presses against a piece of cobblestone rubble, leaving a smear of Abyss Mage blood down 
the gritty surface. 


Captain Kaeya always finished a task given to him, no matter big or small. Bargaining with a 
clever and rather talkative Abyss Mage varied in the difficulty level depending on who was asked, 
but it was no easy job. Nonetheless, the task was completed, just as he’d expected. 


The Captain hunches forward, gripping onto his sword like it’s the only thing he has left in the 
world. 


He grits his teeth together. The atmosphere smells like burnt sod and ashes, and yet his eyes see 
flourishing green, healthy grass sprouting from around his boots. 


“No... not now,” he begs through his teeth. 


His face is hot, like some is holding a torch between his eyebrows. An old wound on his side 
begins throbbing violently. 


Kaeya forces himself to blink, to view the world around him and take it in, but his consciousness 
continues to spiral. 


“Not now,” he pleads again. His voice shakes, and his eyes dart around the apparently lonesome 
space around him. 


Captain Kaeya, a caricature of many of Mondstadt’s Guiding principles, is a strong hero. Carefully 
handpicked to be a leader by the top people of the city. Courageous and brave Captain Calvary 
Kaeya Alberich. That’s been his title for over two years now. 


He chokes on a sob, grinding his fist into the stone wall. The sword now hangs loosely in his 
trembling hand. His eye hurts like hell, like it’d been injected with near-freezing water. There was 
no point in pleading for a stop to this any longer. 


He presses his back against the wall, his mind alert, his heart racing, and his vision blurring with 
chilled tears against the late winter breeze. Kaeya can still smell ashes, can still feel the heat 
against his face, and now he feels the invisible blade of a dagger resting upon his neck. 


‘“‘Fa—ther...” he whispers. 


Captain Kaeya is not a scaredy-cat, nor someone who runs in the face of danger. Kaeya Alberich is 
smart and quick-witted, a guy who can always win if he wants to. Calvary Captain Kaeya is a man 
with little problems. 


The City of Anemo’s adopted star. 


Diluc is not one to consider himself an adventurer. He enjoys sending himself on missions outside 
of the Dawn Winery, but the last time he can remember going out for the sole purpose of 
adventuring was when he was a child. It’s why he is very taken aback when Bennett and Razor 
appear on his porch step to ask if he can explore Daduapa Gorge with them. 


“T am a bit busy at the moment,” Diluc tells them, even though his “busyness” is merely work he 
gave himself to pass the time. “Whatever happened to other guild members?” he asks. 


“Nothing,” Bennett answers, shrugging his shoulders. “I just thought it would be fun to have you 
come with us.” 


Razor nods, staring at Diluc with big eyes. “Bennett said that others see you fight hiluchirls very 
good. Razor wants to learn,” he says. 


“Me too.” Bennett’s grinning wildly. “I heard you can light weapons on fire for a long time! I 
wanna see if it’s true— oh, not that ’m doubting you but, you know what I mean.” 


It’s not often when Diluc finds himself being looked at with such excitement and awe, specifically 
with young folk like Bennett and Razor. This is tempting, no doubt. Perhaps he could spare an hour 
or so to venture with these two. 


“Alright,” Diluc decides. “Wait here while I retrieve my coat.” 


Bennett proceeds to pump his fists near his chest in excitement. Razor follows the action warily, 
but it’s clear he’s happy about Diluc’s answer as well. 


As promised, Diluc shows the boys what he can do with his pyro vision, and his capabilities with 
the sole use of his broadsword. He manages to stay humble as the two gape at him with wonder as 
he returns to their chosen viewing point. 


“That was so cool!” Bennett muses, proceeding to slide himself down the final ladder, finally 
reaching the ground level of the now wiped out hilichurlian camp. 


Razor jumps down beside him, giving Diluc his big-eyed gaze. “That was incredible,” he reports. 


Diluc digs the tip of the large sword into the ground, watching as Bennett and Razor approach him. 
There’s a youthful-like energy surging through his veins, and his voice fails to hide his own 
amusement. “I’m glad you two enjoyed watching me fight,” he says to them. 


Instead of giving away his secrets like Bennett begs him to, Diluc suggests that the two boys give a 
go at the usual hilichurl guards at the front of the camp. He would critique them and train them 
based on how they fought, and he would come in if needed. 


These plans are cancelled quickly, though, as Diluc is waved over by Bennett and Razor when he 
begins searching for a place to watch them. 


“What’s wrong?” Diluc asks, cautiously approaching the entrance. 
“Razor doesn’t smell guards,” says Razor. 


“Yeah, when he told me I peeked through the fence and didn’t see any hilichurls,” he notes, 
looking glum. “Can we still find something to hunt so you can critique us?” 


“Of course. Il do that.” 

“Okay. I think I know of this one place by Falcon Coast. Do you wanna go there?” 
“T suppose I have no choice.” 

“Shh.” 


The two stop, turning their attention to Razor who suddenly seems to be on alert. He closes his 
eyes and sticks his nose out. After a moment Bennett asks him, “What is it, Razor?” 


“Someone... here,” he replies, opening his eyes again. “I smell... fear.” 
“You can smell that?” Diluc asks, getting a bit wary himself. 
“Yes,” Razor answers. “A city person.” 


“Maybe someone is getting attacked,” Bennett says, eyes wide in realization. “We gotta help 
them!” 


Diluc glances out the entrance into the Daduapa Gorge creek where the two crossed logs tower 
over the center of the water. The coast looks clear, but he knows better than to walk out freely in 
the midst of a “help me!” act. 


But the odds were that Bennett was right, and someone needed help. 


“ll go take a look. Make sure you keep yourselves hidden, got it?” he orders. He doesn’t want 
these two being ambushed, especially on his watch. 


Bennett and Razor do so without complaint, cowering behind the fence, in front of a hole wide 
enough for both of them to gaze through. 


Diluc exits the camp, very mindful of his senses. He’s prepared to draw his sword if he needs to. 
All he can hear is the creek’s soft splashes and the grass rustling under his boots. Despite not 
seeing anything, he too senses a nearby presence. Right when he decides to speak out, he hears a 


gasp. 


At first he whips around thinking it’s one of the boys, but the two pairs of eyes behind the fence 
meet his with no issue to be found. Then his head moves towards a bush, and he realizes if he 
narrows his eyes enough, he can make out someone standing behind the dense leaves. The other 
person doesn’t seem to have noticed him, so Diluc slowly rounds the bush and sees Mondstadt’s 
Cavalry Captain, Kaeya Alberich with his back against a piece of stone. 


He’s breathing heavily through his nose, his chest rising and falling in quick motion. More 
notability, a trail of blood seeps down from the leather of his eye patch, dripping at his jawline. 


“Kaeya?” Diluc’s lungs twist within his ribs and his voice is weak. 


Kaeya responds by flinging his sword in a countering position, as if preparing for an oncoming 


attack. “Please,” he whimpers. 


Heart in throat, Diluc slowly brings out his hands to reveal no weapon. “Kaeya,” he says again, 
managing to put out a clearer voice. 


Finally Kaeya looks at him, his defensive form beginning to waver. His gaze, however, is distant 
and not as focused on Diluc as much as he likes to hope it is. 


Kaeya sobs. “Don’t.” 


The edges of Diluc’s mouth turn downwards. It’s been years since he’s seen Kaeya in this state. 
Diluc almost forgets about Bennett and Razor within the shock. 


Diluc, with much caution, gently lays his hands on Kaeya’s shoulders. Something within Kaeya’s 
deep gaze flashes, and he lowers his sword to his hip. “I’m— I’m sorry,” he breathes out, fixing his 
gaze on Diluc. 


“Don’t apologize,” Diluc growls. “Sit down. You’re okay,” he assures, using his hands to guide 
Kaeya down into a seating position. 


Once seated, his breathing falls to a slower pace, calmer compared to just seconds ago. One hand 
clutches the grass, the other grips onto the sword still. His eye is filled with terror, the opposite 
continues to bleed. 


“Hand me your sword,” Diluc commands, holding out his hand. 
Kaeya’s fingers around the hilt are turning white. “No, please,” he mumbles. 
“You’re okay,” Diluc assures again. “Give it to me.” 


His fingers nudge around the handle, resulting in a looser grip. “Don’t take it away,” he says. A 
drip of blood falls down his chin as he speaks. 


Diluc doesn't have much time for bargaining before curiosity has the possibility of bringing 
Bennett and Razor over. He lowers his hand and tells Kaeya, “If you hurt yourself, I will be very 
upset.” He’s never been the greatest with words of comfort. “Stay here. No moving until I come 
back,” he orders Kaeya, who doesn’t seem attentive enough to grasp his words. 


Diluc can’t waste time. He rushes inside the camp’s entrance where Bennett and Razor await him. 
They are quick to notice the concern in his expression, but they are given no chance to comment 
on it. 


“Can you guys make it back home safely?” he asks them. 
They both nod vigorously. 
“Yeah, we’ve adventured far from the city before. Is everything okay though?” Bennett asks. 


“Everything’s just fine,” Diluc answers. “Nothing you two should be worrying about,” he adds 
when his first reply doesn’t clear the worry from their faces. 


“Do you need anything from the city?” Bennett questions, glancing through the fence hole. 


Diluc shakes his head, stepping in front of the hole. “No. [ll be alright. No one is in danger. But 
it'll be best for you two to leave at once,” he says firmly. 


Bennett and Razor share a look of disappointment to which Diluc puts on a softer approach. 
“T’m sorry, but I do mean it,” he tells them. “I promise we will continue training another day.” 
They nod. 

“Razor understands,” says Razor. “Secret missions... sometimes you have to do it at a bad time.” 


“Yeah. We won’t pester you about it,” Bennett adds, offering Diluc an empathetic smile. “Hope 
everything goes okay,” he says before walking further into the camp with Razor. 


Great. That’s one part of this situation over with. He’s glad he was able to accomplish that without 
being much of a disappointment. They’re great kids, honestly. 


He hurries back to the stone rubble where, thankfully, Kaeya had stayed put like he was asked. 
He’s sitting with his legs brought to his chest, nose resting on his arm that bends over his knees. 
The sword lies on the grass beside his hip. 


Diluc crouches in front of him. “Can you see me?” 


Kaeya glances up at him, and then lifts his head. The blood seeping from his eyepatch continues to 
bleed slowly, and there’s a visible smear of crimson across his cheek now, likely an attempt to 
wipe it away. 


“Yeah,” Kaeya replies under his breath. 


Diluc gives Kaeya a moment to straighten himself out, to palm away loose tears, to let go of the 
breath he’d been holding since being left alone, to swipe his sword away. 


“That's rather embarrassing,” Kaeya chuckles, bitterly so. He picks a white wild flower from 
between his feet and twirls it between his thumb and his pointer finger 


“Your eye...” Diluc mutters as another drop of blood falls to the grass. 


Kaeya acts oblivious. “Am I still crying?” he asks, bringing a crooked finger to the corner of his 
unpatched eye. 


“Your eye,” Diluc repeats with more urgency. “It’s bleeding. Are you hurt?” 


“Tt’s just a scratch that got too deep,” Kaeya responds, thumbing the area below his eye patch. He 
scrapes the bloody remains on the stone behind him. 


Diluc’s quiet for a moment. “You’re not going to let me see it, are you,” he grumbles. 


“Your guessing skills are impeccable,” Kaeya answers, his voice breaking at the end of his 
sentence. “Everything under this patch is safe,” he breathes. 


His face is tired, but from the look of his eyes he’s still on high alert. Diluc places his hands on his 
bent knees. “I’m walking you back home,” he announces. 


Kaeya shakes his head. “I’m not going home,” he tells him. 


“Fine,” Diluc responds, pushing himself to his feet. “I’m walking with you to wherever your 
destination is.” 


Kaeya scoffs, dropping the wild flower back onto the grass. “I’m perfectly fine by myself.” Even 


his own voice has a hint of underlying doubt in it. 


Diluc places his hands on his hips. “I don’t want you by yourself. You might get yourself hurt, 
Kaeya,” he says. 


His reasons for saying this is not based solely on the current events, but from Kaeya’s actions in the 
past after similar episodes of terror. He’ll never forget the day Kaeya came home after running off 
the manor only to return in the late night with his day-shirt soaked in his own blood. Whether the 
bleeding was a purposeful deed or not was unbeknownst to Diluc (and the reasons for these sudden 
attacks as well, since Kaeya always managed to swerve the subject each time it was brought up). 
This event showed that friendly accompaniment was necessary. 


“T’m not a child,” Kaeya retorts, attempting to stand up as well. He pauses halfway and hisses, 
bringing out a hand to clutch the side of his rib cage. 


Diluc ignores his calls for rejection. “Where are you going?” he demands. 


“T don’t know.” He carefully straightens himself upright, hand still grabbing at his chest. “I don’t 
feel like being in Mondstadt,” he grumbles before walking away from his post. 


Diluc furrows his brows, pacing after Kaeya in the direction of the Daduapa creek. “Doesn’t it feel 
safer here?” he asks. Something he realized about Kaeya— much too late in life— is that he adores 
this nation like it’s his true home. The fact that he wants to leave after breaking down is 
bewildering. 


“Yes,” Kaeya responds, irritation forming in his voice. “I just need to get away for a bit. Is that 
such a problem?” 


Normally Diluc would return the same attitude, but he finds no desire in being vengeful. “Not one 
bit,” he says. He pulls Kaeya back by gripping his shoulder— a clear mistake given that Kaeya 
responds with an uncharacteristic flinch. It really has been years since Diluc had been with Kaeya 
after one of these moments... if only he could remember his usual responses better. 


Kaeya turns to face him with a scowl. 


“My apologies,” Diluc says sincerely, lowering his hand to his side. “I need you to stop and think 
for a moment. Where exactly do you plan to end up? Do you know where you’re walking to?” he 
asks. 


Kaeya’s scowl falls slightly as he thinks. “Not really,” he admits. “I'll find my way.” 
“Walk with me,” Diluc says, reaching out to gently tug Kaeya’s sleeve. 


Kaeya allows himself to be dragged along. He trusts that Diluc won’t turn him into the Knights, 
which is his main worry, so he’Il oblige because he’s much too worn out to argue. 


They walk for a good amount of time in silence. Diluc walks boldly across the path, frequently 
checking behind him for the Cavalry Captain. Kaeya’s always a few paces back, sometimes with 
his hand cupping his ribs, sometimes with his arms folded loosely around his chest, or around the 
back of his neck so his elbows are guarding his face. His hands are never below his waist. 


Eventually Diluc sparks a conversation to rid the anxious quietness between the two. He stops for 
a moment, allowing Kaeya to catch up before keeping pace with him. 


“What happened?” 


Kaeya grunts. “There it is.” 


Diluc glances at him pointedly. “You know I won’t let you get away without telling me what 
happened back there,” he says, gazing out into the blue sky ahead of them. “At least tell me what 
happened with your eye and chest.” 


Kaeya exhales as his nails dig into the sleeve of his shirt. “I got knocked forward when an Abyss 
Mage teleported behind me,” he replies. “Was too caught up in bargaining with his buddy, I 
guess.” 


Diluc nods patiently. He then observes the now dried bloodstream down Kaeya’s cheek. “And 
your eye?” 


“T’ve already told you a thousand times,” Kaeya says, tightening his arms around his chest, “no 
annoying eye questions.” 


“Well, I have to ask,” Diluc sighs, giving another look at the patched eye. “How is it that you were 
bleeding from underneath your eye patch?” 


“The outline of it cut my eyelid when I fell, alright?” Kaeya’s voice is raised, which startles Diluc. 
He takes a moment to speak again. “Not possible,” Diluc decides. 


“How would you know?” Kaeya questions. “You wouldn’t,” he answers for him, “so keep your 
peace.” 


“Sorry,” Diluc says. He realizes that even though these questions needed to be answered, he’d 
better wait until they were far enough so Kaeya couldn’t decide to run off. This was not the 
atmosphere he wanted to create for him. 


They walk for a while more, passing the gates of Mondstadt and heading westward from there. 
Kaeya looks at Diluc, hand covering his chest injury. 


“Where... are we going, exactly?” Kaeya’s voice is meek, as if he’s afraid to hear the answer. 


Diluc looks at him. “I know of a place we can stay in Liyue,” he answers calmly. “I must’ ve shown 
it to you when we were children.” 


“T remember,” is Kaeya’s response. 


Diluc glances at him, expecting a complaint of sorts based on his unenthusiastic reply, but Kaeya 
just gazes ahead into the dawn. It’s nerve-wracking, but Diluc keeps the pace going, hoping to get 
somewhere safe as soon as possible. 


When the path begins to near the Dawn Winery, between two cliffs alongside abandoned shop 
outposts, Diluc once again is leading Kaeya from ahead. This time he doesn’t look back as much. 
He’s lost in his oddly quiet mind. Was this a natural response to dire moments like this one? 


He can still see the path ahead, he knows where he’s going and he can hear Kaeya’s trudging 
footsteps behind him, but it’s as if his mind forgets to think. Maybe it’s for the best. Thinking 
should be saved for later. 


“Shit!” 


Diluc whips around and rushes back the way he came. He messed up. 


Chapter End Notes 


PLEASE NOTE: 


1. My education on PTSD is as good as Google searches will get me. I won't make 

excuses for myself if I happen to portray PTSD wrongly, but I do want to announce 
that any mockery made on this condition isn't done purposely. I really hope I can do 
this justice, because it seems like something that could be true to Kaeya's character. 


2. All things written on Kaeya's background outside from what we know already isn't 
canon. It's my interpretation on the events we know so far, so please don't give hate if 
I write something you disagree with. I'm more than happy to hear your own 
interpretation, just no hate please! 


3. Any similarity to other fics is done unintentionally. I had started writing this before 
exploring other pieces of works that features Kaeya's backstory and his and Diluc's 
relationship. I've now come to realize that there's a good handful of other stories like 
this one. I will do by best to be as unique as possible, but if something I write sounds 
too alike to something that already exists, I'll be more than happy to change it up if the 
original author contacts me about it. 


Thank you for reading thus far, and I hope you enjoy. 
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Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Kaeya’s on the ground in front of a risky-looking pothole. He’s doubled forward on his knees, 
grimacing and clutching his chest in pain. He groans as he presses the palms of his hands against 
his ribcage 


Diluc scowls at himself. This was completely avoidable if it weren’t for him getting so lost in 
himself. What was he thinking? 


“Kaeya, I—” 


“Idiot,” Kaeya scolds, wincing up at Diluc. “I should have been looking where I was going,” he 
grunts, tugging his cloak in a tight fist. 


“No, Kaeya,” Diluc says, holding his hands out for Kaeya to take. “This isn’t your fault. It’s mine. 
Nothing is your fault,” he assures. “Stand up. You’Il look more like an idiot if you sit there 
forever.” 


“Tt is my fault,” Kaeya mutters, barely loud enough that Diluc isn’t sure if he hears him correctly. 
Fortunately, he wills himself to let go of his clothing and accepts Diluc’s hands. 


“No,” Diluc demands. “No it’s not. Quit saying things like that. Allow me to take the blame for 
this.” 


“You just don’t understand.” 


Diluc remembers now about Kaeya’s irritability after these recurring episodes. He always said 
confusing, malignant things that adolescent Diluc wouldn’t understand. And now, he still doesn’t 
understand. It had always frustrated him too, but back then he felt as if his own kindness came 
more naturally. His approach to Kaeya’s unstableness is a lot different than it was years ago. He 
isn’t sure if that’s a good thing or not. 


Diluc struggles contain his frustration. “Where are you hurt?” he asks. 


Kaeya gestures to the left of his chest, near his underarm. “I think it’s broken,” he says blankly. “T 
will be fine.” 


Diluc chooses not to comment on his unflapped statement. “Ill give you my support if you want 
it,” he offers. “We’ll take it slow until we get to Wangshu Inn.” 


Kaeya nods. “Okay,” he replies. 


He doesn’t make it very far on his own, though he was able to pull it together for quite some time. 
It’s how Kaeya has always been: carefree and willing to struggle with his pain up until it prevented 
him from doing something he wanted to do. 


He keeps a hand clutched on Diluc’s right shoulder as they walk down the path. Both of them get 
considerably calmer as they walk side by side now. Knowing that Kaeya has little risk of hurting 
himself more is comforting enough for Diluc. This doesn’t erase his questions he has for him, 
though. They’ll be asked— and demanded, if needed— eventually. 


Near the line between Mondstadt and Liyue, they board a wagon, for a walk to Wangshu Inn— at 
this rate— will end up leaving them much too exhausted by the end. The ride cuts down their 
possible journeying time by a numerous amount, a couple hours of travel decreased to a mere thirty 
minutes. 


Kaeya picks the dry blood off of his cheek while Diluc tries his best to sit still and remain calm. 
His ex-brother is still pale underneath the shadow of the wagon’s roof. It has been almost three 
hours since Diluc had first approached Kaeya, and he still showed signs of anxiety (more 
“contained” now). Uneven breathing (though his injured ribs could play a factor here), the 
disassociating gaze, the way his leg vibrated against Diluc’s despite his visible nonchalant posture. 


Diluc is in misery, wanting to calm Kaeya down but not knowing how to. It’s been so long since 
he’d done something meaningful for him, and it seems so different now. He’s too afraid to 
accidentally repel Kaeya away. 


He understands fully now, why Kaeya has never stopped doing favors for him, why he is always 
happy to invite Diluc to drink with him or simply just to chat. He understands that interaction with 
the people he apparently dislikes... is much much better than none at all. 


Oh, how clueless he has been for all these years. 


When they’re dropped off at the entrance of Wangshu Inn, the sky is a deep pink color. Dawn had 
reached its peak, the day had been washed away by Kaeya’s sporadic motives. Diluc is more than 
thankful to whatever supernatural force gave Kaeya the patience to not push him away when 
insisting to come along. 


Kaeya walks without the support of Diluc’s shoulder now, though he carries himself with a limp 
that doesn’t go unnoticed for Diluc. He makes sure to keep a sharp eye on Kaeya in case he winds 
up tripping himself when they climb the stairs towards the entrance of the building. 


They’re pointed to an elevator— a new installment since Diluc last came here years back— to 
which both of them are relieved to ride up to the main lobby. They move down the short flight of 
stairs to the warmly lit room where the innkeeper greets them. 


“Hell— oh my! I haven’t seen you two in ages,” the innkeeper muses. 


Diluc remembers this man is Huai’an. He’s been the owner of this inn for as long as he’s been 
showing up around here. Though the lady at the desk a few feet back is new, and so is the dog 
sitting beside the short china cabinet across the desk. 


“We decided we needed to make a return,” Kaeya says before Diluc gets a chance to speak for 
them. He’s standing up straight, arms folded over his puffed chest, and a sly smirk on his face. This 
highly convincing mask he has on for Huai’an would impress Diluc if it weren’t for their crucial 
situation at hand. 


“Yes,” Diluc says to the smiling man. “ We did.” 


“That’s wonderful! I never thought you two would return.” Haui’an clasps his hands together. “I'll 
get you two a discount on a room, if you don’t mind.” 


This is crazy, Diluc thinks. The both of them had probably been there only three or four times in 
the far past, and this man is so thrilled for their return. Perhaps business is not as great as usual... 


“T don’t mind,” Kaeya replies, shrugging slightly as he looks at Diluc. 


Either Kaeya has forgotten single rooms are an option or he really doesn’t mind sharing a room for 
old time’s sake, but Dliuc doesn’t dare to question him about it. 


He nods to Kaeya, then at Haui’an. “Only if you’re sure,” he tells the man. 
“T’m very sure,” Huai’an insists. “I'll show you to a room once you and Kaeya--?” 
Kaeya nods. 


“--right after you and Kaeya sign the guest book,” he says, pointing to a short table on the other 
side of the room where an open book and two fine tipped brushes lie. 


Diluc signs the book first, neatly writing his signature underneath another on the rough paper. 
When he’s done, he steps aside to make room for Kaeya. He then realizes that Kaeya is bent 
forward, two hands pressed over his patched eye. A spike of worry strikes his gut. 


“What’s the matter?” Diluc asks in a hushed tone, peering at Kaeya’s scrunched expression. 


“Tt’s bleeding again,” he murmurs, removing the top hand from its position. The bottom of his 
palm is lightly coated with fresh blood. He swipes it onto his dark pants and takes the brush from 
Diluc, keeping the other hand pressed over his eye. 


“Keep your hair over that eye,” Diluc suggests, keeping his voice low. 
“T know,” Kaeya grunts as he bows down to input his signature. 


As Kaeya signs, Diluc steps to the desk nearby and asks the woman there if there are any med-kits 
around. “Long journey,” he explains. 


The boss nods, crouching down beneath the desk and pulling a rectangular cloth bag onto the desk. 
“Free to use,” she states. “Only take what’s needed, please.” 


“Of course,” Diluc says, dropping two thousand mora on the desktop. The lady is surprised by this 
action, but she doesn’t refuse. 


Afterwards, Kaeya and Diluc follow Huai’an up two flights of stairs. Kaeya makes sure his long 
bangs loom over his patched eye, alongside the frequent rubbing away of any blood that makes it to 
his jawline. On top of this, his gait is extra strong, as if he isn’t wincing with each step he climbs. 
Diluc’s heart is racing the whole trip to their room, afraid that Kaeya wouldn’t be able to carry 
himself the whole way there, but in the end he’s standing in front of their door as if their journey 
was two steps long. 


Huai’an hands Kaeya their key and gestures to the door in front of them. “All set?” he asks them. 
“Yep,” Kaeya answers right away. 
“Yes,” says Diluc. 


“Great! Thank you for staying with us, as always,” Huai’an says before walking back towards the 
lobby. 


As soon as they enter the room, Kaeya trades the key for the medkit in Diluc’s hand and makes a 
beeline to the washroom. Diluc knows Kaeya will likely need privacy, mostly in avoidance of any 
“annoying eye questions” from him, so he trails to one of the beds and sits on the edge. There’s lots 
of rummaging, not-so-discreet-swears, and concerning long moments of silence before Kaeya 
emerges into the room forty minutes later. 


He’s got his outerwear hooked onto his arm, stripped down to just his shirt, pants and boots. A soft 
bandage wrapped around his skull replaces his leather patch. Diluc, who had been patient the entire 
time, rises at the sight of Kaeya. 


His face is ghostly and he walks as if he ground under him will break at any second. Diluc curses 
himself for giving Kaeya so much time in there. 


“Kaeya...” is all he can manage. He isn’t sure where to start, but he at least wants to make sure 
Kaeya is attentive. 


He glances at Diluc as he crosses over him. “I’m fine,” he exhales, tossing his clothes and the 
medkit on the opposite bed. 


“You’re not fine,” Diluc says, approaching Kaeya’s front as he lowers himself on the bed. He 
looks down at him. “Kaeya, we have to talk about this,” he insists as gently as he can. 


Kaeya swallows, not bothering to meet Diluc’s eyes. “Help me bandage my ribs,” he says as he 
unclips his shirt collar. 


Of course Diluc isn’t going to refuse, so he climbs behind Kaeya on the bed, sitting with one leg 
bent and the other hanging off the side. He pulls over the med-bag as Kaeya tugs his shirt from his 
pants and leaves it on the corner of the mattress. The bruise from his injury appears on the 
backside too. Diluc bites back a gasp when he first sees it. 


“We're still going to talk,” Diluc states, withdrawing a large roll of cotton bandaging from inside 
the bag. 


“*Kay. Just-- give me a moment.” 


His voice is pleading. Diluc decides to be graceful one last time. “Alright,” he murmurs, bringing 
the bandage towards Kaeya’s back. 


Just as he was taught, he rounds the bandage across his opposite shoulder— not too tight, not too 
loose— and brings it back to the starting point. 


The room is awfully quiet, it even makes Diluc a bit on edge. All he can hear is Kaeya’s breathing 
and his own. He doesn’t realize how tense he is until Kaeya suddenly gasps when the bandage tugs 
on his torso. Diluc’s body jerks and the sudden noise. 


“Did that hurt?” Diluc asks. 
Kaeya inhales, lowering his head into a cupped hand. “‘No,” he whispers. 
Diluc clenches his jaw. He needs to be more careful. 


He loops the bandage around his chest again, trying to be gentle, but Kaeya’s breath hitches 
sharply into his hand when he brings the roll back around his body. 


“T’m sorry,” Diluc says instantly, digging his nails into his palm in frustration. 


“Keep going,” Kaeya urges. 


He does, and makes it two loops up Kaeya’s chest before he whimpers again. Now Kaeya brings 
his second hand to cover his face. Diluc’s heart throbs in his throat. He just wants to get this over 
with. 


“T’m almost done,” Diluc promises. 
Kaeya doesn’t say anything. Diluc can hear his staggering breath reverberating within his hands. 


On the last loop, Diluc is quick to secure the bandage, cutting the end with a pair of scissors from 
the pack and tying the two thinner pieces around his ribs. Kaeya doesn’t react this time, which 
gives Diluc the chance to release a breath of relief. 


When Kaeya doesn’t say anything, Diluc asks, “How are you doing?” 


First Kaeya breathes in, like he’s going to respond. He coughs next, and Diluc wonders if he heard 
him or not. Then, Kaeya cowers further into his hands and weeps. 


Kaeya is crying. This whole time he’d been holding back. Damn. 


Diluc’s mouth falls. For a moment he doesn't react. His body freezes because he doesn’ t— but 
should have— expected this at some point. He hasn’t seen Kaeya cry since... well— since his own 
stupid 18th birthday, and he couldn’t do anything about it then. He hopes Kaeya would say 
something, even if it’s idiotic, just so he could have something more to react to, but he doesn’t and 
continues to sob quietly. 


Thankfully, Diluc’s shock eases, likely because his mind accepts that he will have to be the one to 
do something first, and reacts accordingly. 


He quickly realizes that there’s nothing he can say. He doesn’t know why Kaeya cries— and he 
never did. Words like “it’Il be okay” could be lies for all he knew. Diluc thinks back on what he 
would do in their youth, the only comfort method that had ever worked. 


Not allowing a denying thought, Diluc reaches out and gathers Kaeya into his arms, bringing his 
trembling body against his chest. 


Kaeya doesn’t hesitate to lean his weight against Diluc’s torso, snaking his arms around his own 
searing chest. Diluc’s heart sinks at the realization that it must be painful to cry with broken ribs. 
The agony on Kaeya’s face proves his realization true. 


“Tm not—” 

Diluc looks at him. 

“J...” Kaeya chokes. “I didn’t—” 

Diluc frowns, squeezing Kaeya a little bit tighter. “You don’t have to speak,” he assures quietly. 
“They’ll find out,” he says shakily. 

“What do you mean?” 


Kaeya buries his patched eye in Diluc’s shirt. He doesn’t answer him, and instead continues to sob. 
Diluc hugs him close. 


“What will they find out, Kaeya?” he tries again. 
Again, he doesn’t answer him. 


He’s brought back to the night of his father’s death. The day Kaeya revealed the most important 
factor on his arrival in Mondstat, the day Diluc drew his weapon on him for the sake of his 
revealed secret. 


It was a nasty secret Kaeya had to keep, and scary to hear at that. It’s why Diluc felt so quick to 
ensure his own safety by trying to hurt his sworn brother. It had already been too late when he 
realized that Kaeya had kept this secret because of this very exact reason. He hated that he turned 
on his brother, like Kaeya had wished against on that fateful day. All he had done was revealed a 
truth about his past that shouldn’t have mattered anymore, and Diluc had taken it as a threat. 


From what he knows, Kaeya hasn’t told anyone else in Mondstat that he originally was sent here to 
spy on Diluc’s father and the knights. Diluc hadn’t told anyone this either, because he later knew 
that there was no reason to tell anyone. Kaeya very much liked Mondstadt and its people, and that 
night with Diluc showed that this secret wasn’t worth telling any longer. Diluc, as the aggressor, 
realized that was true as well. 


“You can trust me,” Diluc says to Kaeya. “You don’t need to talk, but just know you can trust me.” 
Kaeya shudders into his chest. 

“T won’t hurt you. That’s a promise,” Diluc states firmly. 

He brings his wrist to his eye and wipes it, failing to sniff back another sob. No response still. 


Diluc’s throat tightens. “Family doesn’t hurt each other for things they can’t help. Do you 
understand?” 


Kaeya seems to freeze in his arms. He glances up at Diluc who’s gazing at him. 
“What?” he whispers. 


“You’re my brother,” Diluc says. For once, he lets go of himself when talking to Kaeya, erasing the 
cold, reserved nature he would usually give. “I have no reason to hurt you, and I’m sorry that I ever 
attempted to.” 


Kaeya’s breath begins to even after receiving Diluc’s words. He looks terribly confused hearing 
this, and at first Diluc is sure he had made the situation worse, but gradually Kaeya starts to calm 
down. 


After lingering in silence, Kaeya is left shaking in Diluc’s arms, but his breathing is steady (as it 
can be with his injury). 


“You know—,” Kaeya mutters. 
Diluc glances down at him. He looks so young all of a sudden. 
“T forgave you a long time ago,” he says, raising his gaze to meet Diluc’s. 


“I— I know,” Diluc admits, his face growing hot with shame. “I knew you wanted to make 
amends... but I never could forgive myself.” 


“T’m sorry.” 


“Don’t apologize.” 
Kaeya sniffs, a weak smile appearing on his face for a second. “I knew you would say that.” 


Diluc takes a moment to smile too, but he’s frowning soon after. “How often do you experience 
this? And be honest, please.” Even if Kaeya lies, Diluc is sure that after all these years he’d still be 
able to read his tale-tell signs. He just doesn’t have the energy to argue the truth out of Kaeya 
tonight, and he’s sure Kaeya feels the same way. 


“Uh.” Kaeya squirms in Diluc’s arms. “Two or three times a week,” he answers gingerly. “I’ve 
been pretty good at hiding out when I sense them coming.” 


Before Kaeya was forced to move out, his episodes were not as frequent as his answer given now. 
Once a month was the average then, maybe up to three times if it was really bad, but that was 
incredibly rare. This was very concerning to hear. 


“That’s not good,” Diluc mutters. “You should seek help.” 
Kaeya scoffs, which Diluc expects. “Yeah, right.” 
Diluc releases Kaeya from his arms. “I’m serious,” he presses, looking into his eye. 


Kaeya sits up as he massages his side. “You know I’m not the type to yap on about myself,” he 
says. 


Diluc scoots back, giving Kaeya enough room to turn and face him. He does. 

“Tl lend an ear.” 

Diluc’s stepping into dangerous territory now. His heart pounds as he waits for Kaeya’s reply. 
Kaeya frowns, gazing down into his lap where he twiddles his fingers. 

“You would only tell me what you want to tell me,” Diluc adds quickly. 


He’s silent for what feels like hours. Diluc’s mind blows loudly in his head as he watches Kaeya 
think. He doesn’t know why he expects Kaeya to agree to this— or expected, now. He’s always 
been so secretive, always locking facts about his past deep into his consciousness and away from 
others. Diluc’s apology was a bit forced given the situation he gave it in. It was almost like he had 
to say what he did, and not something brought out of himself on his own accord Chances are, what 
he said won’t change anything between him and Kaeya and his withdrawn nature. 


But... it felt right offering a listening ear in the moment. When worry crowded his vision... not that 
it ever left, but he can think a little more clearly now that a minute or two has passed. Just when he 
accepts that Kaeya will reject his offer, he looks up at him. 


“Okay,” he whispers. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Diluc feels like leaping for joy. Finally! Thank you Barbatos! But he contains himself, managing to 
keep his usual deadpan look as Kaeya prepares himself to continue on. 


After loosely slinging his shirt around his back and tugging off his boots, he reaches past Diluc to 
grab a fluffed pillow and brings it upon his lap. Diluc follows him in suit, removing his coat, 
gloves, and his own boots. 


Kaeya rests his body against the pillow and looks at Diluc. “So, what do you want to know?” 


Diluc raises his eyebrows. “Seriously? I was under the impression that I wouldn’t be allowed to 
choose what you talk about.” 


Kaeya shrugs, smirking slightly. “There’s quite a bit of stories. I can’t seem to pick my favorite 
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one. 


Kaeya’s sarcasm is a definite mask for his spiked nerves. His shoulders vibrate fiercely and his 
face is pale again, and it looks like he’s about to throw up, but he’s trying so hard not to show it, 
even though there is no way of denying his fears now. 


“Okay...” Diluc says. He realizes there really are so, so many places to begin. “I... want to know 
about your eye.” 


Kaeya closes his eyes. A surge of regret goes through Diluc’s head. 

Kaeya sighs. 

“My eye... isn’t mine.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“My— The people of Khaenr’iah, during the fall 500 years ago... You know about that, right? 


“Alright. During the destroying of Khaenr’iah, the gods were very angry... I think they call it ‘The 
Cataclysm’ here... It’s— You know quite a bit about this, don’t you? 


“T see. I guess I shouldn’t blame you for finding other ways to find out more about my past... I'll 
just have you know that there’s many many missing layers to what you probably know already. 


“Well, not everyone from Khaenr’iah perished during the fall. The curse: it was placed amongst 
each soul that had thrived in that nation, no matter if they had somehow managed a way to escape 
the land during the gods’ wrath. Some people were changed completely, some weren’t, but no one 
— no one — got left untouched.” 


Diluc patiently watches Kaeya as he takes a moment to pause. His jaw clenches, and he caresses his 
patched eye with a scrunched hand. It takes him a few seconds to continue. 


“The curse stayed with the people there. Even if someone decided to fish out an untouched person 
from another nation and create a child with them, the traces showed no signs of leaving. The 
Khaenr’iahn curse is irreversible. 


“Most of the people with the curse got transformed into Abyss Mages or Heralds... there’s other 
things too, but I don’t have much information for those that don’t have ties to the Abyss Ordev... 


“T have pure Khaenr’iahn blood in me, Diluc,” Kaeya finishes, staring at Diluc. 
Diluc nods slowly, barely comprehending his brother’s words. 
“Do you understand what I’m saying?” Kaeya asks. 


“I—” he’s at a loss for words. He can assume what Kaeya is insinuating, but he doesn’t believe it. 
It can’t be true. 


Kaeya bows his head and raises his hands behind his skull. Diluc watches, eyes growing with 
disbelief. 


“This eye I have...” he mutters, fiddling with the bandage on his head. He unwraps it once. 
“..caused me so much pain...” Twice. “‘...so much torment because of it...” Final loop. “I hate it 
with every single bone in my body.” 


He looks up at Diluc and opens both of his eyes. 


Diluc forgets where he is for a good amount of time as he stares into the revealed— as he guesses 
— Abyss Mage-like eye. The eye stares back at him. It’s pure teal and bright, the pupil is a blurry 
circle of darker teal, uncanny to the many mages Diluc had defeated over his lifetime. 


The months following his return, Diluc, despite his hatred for him, paid attention to Kaeya’s 
growth as a fighter, especially with his newly gained cryo vision. Some of the skills he’d learned 
were much too similar to one of an Cryo Abyss Mage. Notably the ice daggers that circled around 
his waist, and the rare sight of a cryo-infused shield that would appear when Kaeya became too 
exhausted in battle. 


Diluc toyed around the idea that this was another way Kaeya could betray Mondstadt, but this 
noticing of mage-like powers was much after his father’s death for Diluc to conclude that. Though 
he had the thought of Kaeya working with the Abyss Order, Diluc was quick to decide that this 
was likely Kaeya learning enemy tactics and that there was nothing to worry about. In fact, he’d 
been absolutely certain about this for so long that what Kaeya is saying to him now brings no sense 
of suspicion whatsoever. Nevertheless, it sure does strike a nerve with Diluc. 


When he eventually focuses back on Kaeya’s entire face, he’s biting his inner lip and squinting 
down, shoulders shaking by his neck. He looks gravely ashamed or prepared for some kind of 
backlash, but Diluc sits there, dumbfounded by the wave of information entering his brain. 


Diluc knows best that, although the Abyss Order’s goal is to destroy the Seven Nations for 
whatever reason, Kaeya had proved to him many times that this was not his own goal, even before 
their fallout. He’s confident that Kaeya’s shown himself to be trustworthy amongst the people of 
Mondstadt too, but Diluc fully understands why he chooses to cover his eye. 


Surrounding Kaeya’s mage-like eye are two cuts, perfectly shaped to outline the eyeball. Beneath 
the cuts, much more noticeably, is older scar tissue. Lots of it. It completely deforms the area 
around his eye. The blade scars sit on top of violet, rigid skin that webs around the crevice of his 
eye. Diluc grows nauseous at the sight. 


“Did you— try and take out your eye?” he asks. 


Kaeya takes a deep breath. “I did,” he replies. 


“And you ’ve tried this before, haven't you?” Diluc asks with hesitation. 
Kaeya looks away to grimace, swallowing thickly. “That is correct,” he says. 


They’ re silent for a few moments, each struggling to recover from their shocking conversation. 
Diluc shows Kaeya no remorse, not because he doesn’t want to but because he doesn’t feel it. It’s 
not as if Kaeya is betraying him by revealing his cursed eye, and frankly, if he actually is betraying 
him , Diluc wouldn’t be very upset because Kaeya has every reason to do so. 


Kaeya’s face greens as he wraps the bandage around his head once more. Diluc doesn’t stop him 
from doing so. 


“We can stop talking,” Diluc offers sympathetically. 
Kaeya shakes his head. “No... I can keep going. Ask me something.” 


Diluc grows anxious as he thinks of a question. “When you said ‘they’ II find out’... what did you 
mean by that?” 


“Ah... My eye,” Kaeya answers almost too calmly, picking at the end of the pillow in his lap. “It’s 
been the cause of my most frequent nightmare for years: people finding out I have ties with the 
Order and torturing me for it.” He brings a hand to rub his free eye. “That, or me killing the people 
I love because of it. It’s... very scary and very real, to say the least.” 


Diluc folds his hands in his lap, thinking hard on Kaeya’s words. There’s something he doesn’t 
quite get. Diluc takes a deep breath. “Though I completely understand why you choose to cover 
your eye, I’m lost on why you think this way about Mondstadt. I’m sure if someone were to see 
your eye, and you explained like you did to me, you would be safe... Am I not wrong?” Diluc says. 
Perhaps there are more things to dislike about the knights than from what he already knew. 


“Tt’s pretty silly, isn’t it?” Kaeya scoffs, gazing down at the pillow. He looks sick again. “You’re 
probably right. I trust the people of Mondstadt better than myself sometimes— even that pesky 
traveler and Paimon.” He looks up at Diluc with a stern eye. “Even so, I think if someone I knew 
saw what’s underneath my eyepatch, I'll probably kill myself.” 


A punch to the chest is what Kaeya’s final words feel like to Diluc. His mouth is screwed shut as 
Kaeya’s icy glare penetrates his gaze. 


Ill probably kill myself. Words no one wants to hear another say aloud. It’s chilling to the core, 
moreso if the person who says it is not joking. Kaeya, Diluc struggles to accept, doesn’t sound like 
he’s kidding at all. 


He doesn’t know how long they stare at each other before the mattress begins to shake and Diluc 
realizes Kaeya’s gaze has fallen absent. 


“Kaeya, I don’t know what to say,” Diluc admits, blinking out of his thoughts. “I’m very sorry. I 
really am.” 


Kaeya doesn’t answer. Like at Daduapa Gorge, his gaze is far and disassociated. 
“Answer me,” Diluc pleads. 


Kaeya glances around the room, looking as if he’s completely surrounded by demons. He doesn’t 
seem to hear Diluc. 


This is extremely frightening. He’s never been this bad before, at least not at this intensity multiple 
times a day. Diluc regrets coaxing Kaeya into telling him his damned secrets. He wasn't ready, he 
should have known. 


“Please, Kaeya,” Diluc croaks through his strained throat. “I didn’t mean to. I’m so sorry.” 


A minute or two later Kaeya winces, finally easing back into reality. Immediately, he notices 
Diluc’s look of desperation and frowns. “I— I’m sorry,” he stutters. “I didn’t mean to frighten 
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you. 
“You-- I’m not frightened--” 
Suddenly, Kaeya flings a hand up to his mouth and gags into it. 


Diluc perks up, remembering the waste bin he saw by the entrance of their room. He hurries across 
the floor to retrieve the (graciously empty) bin and shoves it under Kaeya’s chin. 


Instantly Kaeya vomits into it, bringing his hands up to wring his fingers around the rim. Diluc 
stands behind him to hold his hair. 


“You're alright,” Diluc tells him, bringing out his other hand to rub on his back. 
Kaeya just moans, proceeding to cough again. 
“You don’t need to talk anymore,” he adds softly. 


They’re there for over ten minutes, Kaeya heaving into the waste bin while Diluc rubs circles on 
his back, mindful of his rib injury. He’s a mess, and Diluc doesn’t want to hear more from him 
tonight— for Kaeya’s sake— despite how much he wants to know more about whatever he saw in 
these dazes he went into. 


When he finally has the strength to lift his head from his bin, Kaeya exhales sharply. 


“T need a drink.” 


The quaint restaurant on the Wangshu Inn’s front deck does indeed serve alcohol like Diluc 
guesses. 


They sit at a table that overlooks the entry bridge of the inn, underneath a glowing lantern that 
provides lighting at this dark hour. 


Diluc won’t deny that what he’s allowing Kaeya to do isn’t a great idea, drinking for reasons that 
shouldn’t be drank to, but he feels almost helpless in this situation. He’ ll let Kaeya be as 
comfortable as possible— with moderation, of course. He will be very sure Kaeya at least drinks 
with food and a spare glass of water. 


Diluc also orders himself food. It was morning since he ate last, and breakfasts for him are usually 
quite small. He orders a bowl of hot noodles, Kaeya orders a bowl of cold noodles. Diluc can’t 
help but find this somewhat amusing, only for a few seconds. 


Kaeya gently runs his thumb around the top of his wine glass. “Thanks for bringing me here,” he 
says, glancing up at Diluc. 


“T figured this would be a safe place to go,” Diluc says. He can’t read Kaeya at the moment. His 
facial expression and posture is seemingly relaxed, but the way he speaks sounds unsure and 
restricted. Almost like he’s afraid of sending himself somewhere he doesn’t want to be. This 
thought makes Diluc more aware of what comes out of his own mouth too. 


Kaeya hums before tipping the glass to his lips. 


He’s drinking quicklier tonight also. Not deliberately savoring his wine as he would at a night at 
Angel’s Share. Now that he thinks about it, it’s been a while since Diluc has seen Kaeya inside 
that place— at least as constantly as he did before. Worry ensues, but Diluc doesn’t want to think 
too much about it at this time. 


“Make sure you drink water too,” Diluc reminds him. “Our food has yet to arrive, so it’Il be smart 
to take it slow.” 


Kaeya narrows his eyes at him, almost like a warning glance, but then he drinks from his water as 
told. Diluc watches him intently. 


They use this moment to catch up with each other. It isn’t worth much due to the regard each has 
for their words, but still, the two have enough composure left to lightly chat about something more 
tame. In all honesty, this time at the Wangshu Inn’s restaurant only seems like a short intermission 
to Diluc’s attempt in digging into Kaeya’s mind a little. It’s difficult to completely relax when it is 
very likely that more stress is to come at some point. 


Kaeya finishes his glass of wine before their food arrives, which Diluc isn’t very surprised about 
after noticing his pace earlier. He hopes that the water he’d been constantly reminding him to drink 
will protect him from overdoing it so soon in the night, because Diluc suspects he might be 
drinking more than he usually would on any other day. 


When the waitress slides their bowls and on the table, Kaeya decides to buy a bottle of wine instead 
of going by the glass. Diluc turns a blind eye, sipping at his juice in an oblivious manner. He’ ll 
choose not to press this issue tonight as long as it doesn’t get out of hand, which Diluc doesn’t 
think will cross Kaeya’s mind with him around. Besides, he doesn’t want to do any further 
intervening until they both have a chance to recover. It’s best to assume that this desire for extra 
alcohol is simply a result of the day’s exhaustion, and nothing more. 


Dinner is more on the quiet side. Both are busy with the meals, Diluc more or less babysitting 
Kaeya as he constantly checks his wine to water ratio. However, he eventually gives that a rest 
when he sees that Kaeya’s eaten a good amount, but he still makes sure to give a reminder every so 
often. No one converses very much until Kaeya’s three quarters through his third glass of the 
night. 


“What do you think of the sky, Diluc?” 


This question catches him off guard. Such a random and off topic question for this evening. Diluc 
swallows his food before replying. “What do you mean?” 


“People say the stars dance,” Kaeya begins, placing his chin is his hand. 


Diluc turns his gaze to the dark sky above them, pondering Kaeya’s words as he waits for him to 
continue. 


“Like that bard... not Venti, I don’t think he’s that cliché... Though who can really tell?” he 
wonders. 


Where is he going with this? 


“Like that José guy at your tavern. Everyone says ‘the stars dance in the night sky’, or something 
like that...” 


Diluc glances at him for a second. Leave it to Kaeya Alberich to become suddenly poetic when 
buzzed off of wine. “What do you think?” he asks him. 


“You don’t think something can really dance forever, do you?” Kaeya asks. 


It sounds like he genuinely wants an answer, so Diluc thinks for a moment. “Probably not,” he 
decides. “But they sure do look like it.” 


When Kaeya doesn’t answer right away, Diluc averts his gaze from the sky and really looks at him. 
He’s peering into his almost empty glass as if he dropped something into it. 


“And you?” Diluc asks. “What do you think?” 


Kaeya doesn’t look up from his drink. “I think you’ re right. Even if they aren’t dancing like people 
say, they do look like it,” he says. “You know, at least until they inevitably disappear for another 
dancer to take their place. But no one really notices stuff like that, do they?” 


Diluc stares at him. Kaeya takes a long sip of his wine before meeting his gaze. 


“That’s my interpretation, anyways.” 


No longer playing bartender, Diluc worries that he won’t have the ability to stop Kaeya from 
ordering a second bottle of wine. Thankfully he doesn’t, which relieves Diluc from one of his 
worries. One bottle and a glass is an impressive amount of alcohol to Diluc, even with the 
drunkards who could regularly pump it up to two or three. He’s surprised that despite Kaeya’s 
mental and physical state, he still handles the one bottle as if it were two or three glasses. 


This is when Diluc decides he should worry. This could very much be a common occurrence for 
Kaeya nowadays. He’s gotten used to Kaeya’s drinking antics over the past few years, and he 
knows that usually-- at least when he drank more frequently at Angel’s Share-- a bottle wouldn’t 
get him “falling down” drunk, but it would leave his gait noticeably sloppier when he walked out 
the tavern. On the walk up to their room, though-- up the many flights of stairs because apparently 
the elevator tended to malfunction at night according to a waitress-- Kaeya seems to have no 
trouble walking. He’ll occasionally bump arms with Diluc, but that’s the most of it. Diluc is glad 
that Kaeya hadn’t ordered more drinks after drinking so much, but he can’t help but worry about 
this sudden tolerance to large amounts of wine... 


Damn it all. Diluc seems to be doing less right than he thought. 


They send themselves to bed after eating since their dinner was quite late in the night. Additionally, 
they are both worn from their long journey atop of the serious exhaustion from facing Kaeya’s 


mental torment. If they hadn’t been tired, though, Diluc still would have called it for the night. 
Kaeya needs rest. 


In bed, Diluc tosses and turns, suddenly wide awake. His mind plasters images of Kaeya’s eye 
around his vision. That teal, cursed, eye of his. These are not particularly scary images, but 
thinking of it drives him further and further into an awake state. 


All this time he’s been hiding an Abyss Mage eye... and apparently areal one at that. 
So is Kaeya human or not? 


Diluc sighs heavily, rolling onto his side to face the wall. A mural of one of Liyue’s native trees 
stretches across said wall, carefully lit by the glow through the window curtain next to it. 


It doesn’t matter anyways, whether the mage eye considers Kaeya to be fully human or not. The 
real question lies in the roots of Kaeya’s dreadful attacks. What does his eye have to do with these 
terrifying episodes he falls into? Had he-- had he been tortured for reasons that had to do with his 
eye? Is that what those trauma scars around that eye are from? Are these delusions he has... real? 


Time feels like it’s grazing upon dead slimes. 


He had called Kaeya his brother earlier today, almost three hours ago... maybe four. Diluc really 
can’t tell how long he’s been lying awake in the dark. He’d called him that, and he meant it. He 
still meant it now, but it feels odd to have that association with him again. Truthfully, they still 
don’t feel very much like brothers, at least the way Diluc sees it. He’s failed at being a genuine 
sibling for so long now that he forgets what it’s supposed to be like. Even now trying to go to 
sleep, he feels like he should be doing more. 


A hushed groan releases from Diluc’s chest as he sits upright in bed. All of these thoughts has him 
feeling feverish and a bit anxious, and he hopes this slight change in air pressure will give him 
some sort of ease. 


“Hey,” whispers Kaeya. 


Unfazed, he turns a head to his brother who’s sitting against his pillows, hand resting across his 
injury. 


“You okay?” Diluc asks without thinking. 
“Yeah,” Kaeya says a little louder. “I just wanted to talk.” 


Diluc has no objections. “What about?” he asks, allowing his vision to better make out the shape of 
Kaeya’s shadowed body and face. 


“T don’t know.” He brings a subconscious hand to rub the temple where his bandage is. “To be 
honest... I was planning on getting another bottle of wine when you fell asleep, but that’s probably 
not a good idea,” he says dismissively. 


“Good,” Diluc replies. He’s too exhausted to overthink Kaeya’s words, and it's much too late for 
any harsh conversations. “You know I would take responsibility if you drank yourself to sleep.” 


“Yeah...” Kaeya mumbles. “The wine here is not worth getting drunk off of, so you shouldn’t 
worry.” 


Diluc restrains himself from laughing. “Not funny.” 


He senses a smile from Kaeya. “It’s a little funny.” 


“No,” says Diluc, attempting to sound serious. “Anyone who chooses to get wasted off of wine is 
making a fool of themselves.” 


Kaeya takes a moment to answer, and Diluc worries he might have upset him for some reason, but 
he returns with a spiteful, “Touché.” 
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Chapter 4 


Chapter Notes 
See the end of the chapter for notes 
They spend a good hour talking into the night. It’s probably the most relaxed chat they have had 


since Diluc first found Kaeya around twelve hours prior. The magic of the nightime high keeps 
them at a strange peace until their aimless conversing sends them to sleep. 


Diluc wakes relatively early that morning, probably sleeping for a little under five hours. Kaeya 
seems to have been awake for a long time, as Diluc opens his eyes to see him in his full outfit, 
rummaging through the medkit on his bed. 


Kaeya notices him quickly. “Good morning,” he greets. The bandage that was around his head is 
now replaced with his everyday leather patch “Did you sleep well?” he asks before going back to 
searching the kit. 


Diluc rubs an eye with his knuckle. “I did. Did you?” he asks. 


“T think I remember falling asleep,” he answers half-heartedly. “So [ll say that counts for 
something.” Kaeya picks out a tiny bottle from the bag and squints at the label. 


Diluc is so, so confused, but he plays along with Kaeya’s active behavior for now. Maybe he is still 
intoxicated? Although it has been awhile... 


“What are you looking for?” Diluc asks, propping himself up on his hand. 

“T’m just exploring,” Kaeya responds, dropping the bottle back into its place. 

Diluc hums. His mind is still a bit fogged up from sleep. “You went somewhere?” he asks him. 
Kaeya withdraws another bottle and holds it up to his nose. “No,” he says absently. 

“You're clothed,” Diluc points out. 

“Am I not always clothed?” Kaeya quips, still not giving Diluc his full attention. 

Diluc yawns, his grogginess gradually transforming into annoyance. “Kaeya...” he warns. 


Finally Kaeya looks at him. There’s a smug smile creeping on his lips which Diluc does not 
appreciate. 


“We should get back to Mond soon,” Kaeya suddenly tells him. “Jean will worry too much if I 
hide away for too long. You as well,” he adds generously. 


Now Diluc is awake. “Huh?” is all he can manage. 
“You didn’t think we would stay here forever, did you?” says Kaeya as he zips up the medkit. 
“No,” Diluc admits. “We should rest, still.” 


“IT know you're just saying that to get me to stay awhile,” Kaeya says, and he’s right. Diluc doesn’t 
want to blatantly say anything about him wanting to leave so soon, but it looks like he’s unable to 
hide from Kaeya’s deductive skills. 


“Either way,” he continues, setting the zipped medkit aside. “It wouldn’t be smart to go missing in 
action for an entire night. Although I do this often, I don’t need a search party going after me and 
you at the same time.” Kaeya swings his legs over the bed. He looks like he’s very ready to leave. 


“T was with Bennett of the Adventurer's Guild when I found you at Daduapa. I’m sure he’s told at 
least one other person in Mond about what happened,” Diluc remembers. 


A sheet of fear looms over Kaeya’s face. “Did he see me?” 


Diluc shakes his head. “No. His friend Razor might have smelled you, but I doubt he recognized 
your scent unless you’ ve spoken with him before,” he answers, and Kaeya instantly looks relieved. 
“T don’t think it’s a good idea for you to return to the city so soon,” Diluc says wholeheartedly. 
He’s still shaken from yesterday’s events, and he’s genuinely worried about leaving Kaeya on his 
own again. 


“Staying here will do no better for me than being in Mondstadt,” he responds, quickly recognizing 
Diluc’s concern. “Everything that has to do with these bouts I have has nothing to do with 
location... at least nowhere around here.” 


Diluc sighs, then takes notice of Kaeya's hands. His fingers twitch and fidget with themselves, but 
they ball up into fists once Kaeya sees his gaze fall atop of his lap. 


“Did you go downstairs and drink this morning?” Diluc questions, knitting his eyebrows together. 
“Oh, Diluc,” Kaeya moans. “You know me better than that.” 

Do I? Diluc thinks. “You went somewhere,” he demands. 

“T didn’t go anywhere,” he returns sharply. 

“How’s your eye?” 

“Still there.” 

“No bleeding?” 

“A little last night, that’s it,” Kaeya says, vexation clear in his voice and face. 
“No pain?” Diluc asks. 

Kaeya huffs a laugh. “Depends on what you mean by that.” 

Diluc buries his face in his hands in frustration to which Kaeya signs. 


“No. No pain. My ribs are a bit sore, if you were going to ask, but it’s a lot better than last night,” 
he tells him. “I’m just fine.” 


Diluc looks up and gazes at him. He flashes back to the previous evening when Kaeya wept in his 
arms. It was heartbreaking to experience, and it is heartbreaking to remember. He knows that 
there’s no possible way that Kaeya could have been miraculously healed from his psychiatric pain 
overnight, but he’s considerably displeased over the fact that the moment on conversing his issues 
has now passed. Knowing that Kaeya will still be struggling— and alone at that— once they part 
ways frightens Diluc greatly. 


Kaeya reads him like a book. “You're still worried about me,” he states, sounding fairly 
disappointed. 


“How could I not be, Kaeya?” he bemoans. 
Kaeya frowns. 


“T’ve seen you have multiple panic attacks in the past twenty four hours,” Diluc continues. “Each 
one leaves you shaking or crying or throwing up. It’s worrying, and the fact that you can’t get that 
though your head is very concerning.” 


Kaeya brings a hand around his neck. He looks hurt and ashamed, but Diluc doesn’t care if that 
means he finally considers himself for once. 


“Where did you go this morning?” he asks again. 
“Nothing worth worrying about,” Kaeya responds, pushing himself off of the bed with a wince. 


Diluc swings himself out of bed and steps in front of Kaeya. He glares at him as Diluc inhales the 
air around them. It smells of medical cream with a pinch of sweat and dried blood left over from 
yesterday. 


“Did you just check me for alcohol?” Kaeya asks assertively. A wry scowl twists onto his mouth. 
“You know, Diluc, I thought our time here ensured our trust for each other— I told you about my 
eye, showed you even! — and yet, you still have reason to believe I lie.” 


Kaeya’s breathy voice has a ferocious scent of mint tea leaves. Suspicion rises in Diluc, but he isn’t 
sure for what reason. “Yes... I don’t expect you to trust me either,” he presses. 


Kaeya glares at Diluc for an extra second before stepping around him and walking to the opposite 
side of his bed. Diluc follows him, very confused but keeping the stern look on his face. With a 
grunt, Kaeya bends over and proceeds to thrust a paper bag towards Diluc. 


“Breakfast,” he states. 


Diluc glances inside the bag where a foreign-looking sandwich awaits him. He gazes up at Kaeya, 
his irritation lifting slightly. 


“What about you?” he asks him. 


“T ate already, as you might’ve smelled ,” Kaeya answers, wrapping an absent arm around his 
chest. “You know, you and Bennett’s friend should make an alliance. The Super Smellers of 
Mondstadt ,” he muses. “Maybe you’ ll finally work side by side with the Knights again.” 


Kaeya’s cocky smiling leaves Diluc feeling absolutely stupid. He lets out a faint growl as he pulls 
the sandwich out of the bag. “ Why do you have to act so damn secretive?” he grumbles, almost 
incoherently. 


Kaeya shrugs. “Who knows?” 


Diluc rolls his eyes. 


Amazingly, Kaeya somehow gets Diluc on board for going home. His final decision is extremely 


reluctant, but Diluc had realized that keeping Kaeya somewhere against his will in this state 
wouldn’t be smart. He also figures that itll probably be easy to find Kaeya in Mondstadt if he 
wants to, which he definitely will. Kaeya finally revealing something about his past and his eye is 
incredible, and Diluc feels almost honored to be the first in Mondstadt to hear (and see) about it... 
but there are many questions that are left unanswered. How exactly does this eye relate to his 
episodes? Did anyone else know about these apparently frequent attacks? Was there any intel on 
Kaeya’s disappearance from Angel’s Share? 


Diluc knows that the last questions could likely be answered by Kaeya— if he is up for it. On their 
walk back, though, Diluc is hesitant about prying too much. Kaeya seems genuinely calmer now, 
and in less pain. Far less pain, actually, which surprises Diluc given the fact that his brother could 
barely walk the day before. He had ruled out that Kaeya was just being strong for the walk because 
no matter how hard he drilled into his gaze, it showed little signs of physical pain. He’s a bit dazed, 
but Kaeya had been vocal about getting very little sleep last night so Diluc doesn’t get too worked 
up about it. 


At the Dawn Winery building, mid-day, Kaeya stops and faces Diluc who is clearly unprepared for 
a stop. Instantly, he recognizes exactly what’s going on. 


“No,” Diluc says. “I’m walking into Mondstadt with you.” 
“Ah... trust issues again, I call?” Kaeya says. 


“Yes.” Diluc doesn’t deny it. “I know you. For all I know, you could dart all the way back to Liyue 
when I close the door behind me.” 


Kaeya grazes a hand atop of his ribs. “You really think I'd do that?” 


“Sorry, but I don’t feel content in leaving you so soon.” Diluc shrugs. “Do it for me, at the very 
least.” 


“Every good turn deserves another,” Kaeya sighs. “Alright, let’s go.” 


So they go on walking for another forty minutes until they reach the Mondstadt front gates. Once 
again, Kaeya turns to face him. 


“Thank you for your accompaniment, Diluc.” 

“T’m going in with you,” Diluc replies blankly. 

“So that means I’m not allowed to thank you?” Kaeya asks, turning to the city. 

“Well, no—” Diluc responds as he catches up to him. 

“I’m heading to HQ, by the way. Just a heads up,” Kaeya murmurs without looking back. 


Diluc steps beside him. Neither of them make eye contact with each other. Something about being 
in the city makes them feel much more distant than they were when they were walking along the 
outskirts. 


“You should get some sleep.” 
“Sure,” says Kaeya, speeding his pace up. “I’m just going to check into the infirmary first,” he 


continues as they pass Anemo Plaza’s fountain. Kaeya glances at him. “Then I will sleep, okay? 
Knight’s honor.” 


Diluc deadpans, knowing that Kaeya had used these words on purpose. “You will sleep,” he 
insists. 


“T will sleep,” Kaeya echoes. “And you will go back to Dawn Winery and be glad you told me to 
go to sleep.” 


They pass by a couple of citizens who make no effort to hide their surprised gaze at the two of 
them. Diluc can only guess it’s surprise, anyways. It offends him a little, but it’s understandable 
given what the majority of the small nation of Mondstadt knows— or doesn’t know— about him 
and Kaeya’s relationship. 


“T have some errands to run,” Diluc says, which sounds too much like an excuse to stick around 
Kaeya’s vicinity longer, but he doesn’t care. 


Kaeya stops them in front of the stone stairs that go to the next section of Mondstadt, stepping 
aside when he realizes he’s in someone’s way. 


“Errands, Diluc? Really?” Kaeya laments. 
“You’re upset with me for getting errands?” Diluc questions, raising an eyebrow. 
“You’re really not worried about your staff back home wondering where you are?” he asks. 


“Like I said,” he replies, watching another suspectful person walk by them. “I’m sure word went 
around that I went to help someone—” 


“He knew you left to help somebody?” Kaeya interrupts. His voice is now quiet and rushed. 
“Yes... I told you that his friend smelled a person, remember?” Diluc says slowly. 


Then, something within Kaeya clicks in his head. He swears, slapping his forehead with a palm. 
Kaeya glances around them before looking at Diluc with an attentive gaze. 


“Okay. I’m going to Ordo Favonius Headquarters and you will run errands,” Kaeya more or less 
commands. “I have to go. We will talk again soon, but I gotta go.” 


“Stop th—” 

“T’m really sorry,” Kaeya says, sounding hurried still. “I— Look, we will talk soon. In private.” 
This calms Diluc enough. Whatever Kaeya is up to he’ II find out later. 

“Fine,” he says. “Please be safe.” 

“T will.” It sounds like he means it. 

“Good.” 


They send themselves off on their ways, marking the first time they split since Kaeya had told 
Diluc about his eye. It gives Diluc some peace knowing that Kaeya didn’t feel the need to pester 
him so much about keeping this a secret. That enough keeps Diluc’s energy up when grazing the 
city for intel. 


Their trip home had been quiet for the reason of Diluc’s creation of his not-so-master plan to scout 
Mondstadt for any concerns about Kaeya. Granted, it feels despicable, going behind Kaeya’s back 
like this (though this fact is subject to change, and Diluc is very aware of that), but it seems clear 


that Kaeya will not give him an honest answer if he directly asked, “are you an alcoholic?” (who 
would, anyway?). Not only that, but a question like this could easily bring Kaeya and Diluc back 
where they started, maybe even worse for Kaeya... 


So frustrating this is. Maybe he has this all wrong. Maybe he’s too worked up about this morning 
and last night. Kaeya is healthier today by the looks of it... well, up until recently... Also ignoring 
the strange shakiness Diluc noticed for a second at the inn. Or the major lack of sleep on Kaeya’s 
end... 


Diluc exhales sharply, forcing his legs to advance himself into the city. No, he’s going to do this. 
He’d spent so many years being too cautious with him. It’s about time he picks up some 
determination and use it for something he can help his brother with. 


...Oh man. 


He’s decided he’s going to do it, he won’t turn back undoubtedly now, but he just doesn’t know 
where to start. Mondstadt loved to talk about Diluc, it’s why he’d rather his maids or manservents 
go into town for him. This plan, he realized long ago, eventually backfired, because now his 
presence within Mondstadt’s city district means that something really important will happen-- even 
though that usually isn’t the case. Even going into town simply to bartend at Angel’s Share has the 
town whispering for the night: “Master Diluc is tending the bar at Angel’s Share!” “Let’s see if 
we can finally get Master Diluc to screw up our crazy order tonight!” “Now’s our chance to talk 
with the famed Master Diluc!” ( Even though he’s never taken the time for idle chatter, especially 
on shift). For this reason, asking around about Kaeya is going to raise something in the city if he 
doesn’t plan this correctly. Whether it be confusion, suspicion, worry-- the gossip train is sure to 
reach the Cavalry Captain and Diluc isn’t willing to take that risk just yet. 


Diluc starts around the corner to The Good Hunter. He’ll order lunch, then think this over. Unlike 
Kaeya who is so quick at coming up with new tactics, so quick that it’s frightening, Diluc tends to 
lead more with his emotions rather than with logic and wit. He assumes this is why Kaeya does a 
lot of the talking for the knights nowadays. Anyway, Diluc isn’t like that. He’s always been brash 
when speaking without preparation. It’s why he has someone like Elzer who does most of his 
business negotiations. Diluc’s habit of speaking without care is likely why only a few try to make 
an effort to befriend him (and really befriend him, not the obsequious strangers at the tavern). 
Because of his impulsive speaking habits, Diluc will need to think of ways to question people 
without seeming too harsh or too reserved before taking action. 


He orders fisherman toast for the sole purpose that he knows it’ll be served to him immediately 
due to it always being readily made every day. Of course, he is him, and anything he orders will 
have been made in half the time it usually would because— once again— he is Diluc. But he wants 
to get started as soon as he can, and he wants to start planning right away without the fear of 
getting interrupted. 


He doesn’t know exactly how long it takes before a voice takes him out of his thoughts, but he 
does know it hasn’t been very long since he’d first sat down by the fence of the dining area. Diluc 
recognizes this shrill voice immediately. 


“Hi, Diluc!” 


He tries to look up from his pen and scratch paper— Sara was more than happy to lend him a spare 
— without looking annoyed. Paimon is floating above the seat across from him while Lumine 
trails behind, her usual neutral expression planted on her face. 


“Good afternoon, you two,” Diluc replies politely. He’s desperate to continue jotting notes, but 


Crepus’ proper etiquette that’s been engraved into his head since birth prevents him from doing 
so. 


“Mmm!” Paimon hums, hugging her tiny limbs towards her body. “Fisherman’s Toast!” she 
exclaims. “I haven’t had that in forever! Lumine, why don’t you buy us some?” 


“There’s enough food in the bag,” says Lumine. “Sorry, Paimon.” 
Paimon sighs melodramatically. 


Diluc just blinks at them. He can’t help but to wish they would leave him alone. He wants to work 
on this before his precious thoughts leave his head. 


“How was your mission yesterday?” Lumine asks out of the blue. 
“My mission?” asks Diluc. His head is much too crammed to fully process the question. 


“Oh!” Paimon says, bouncing lightly in the air. “Bennett told us he went on an adventure with you 
and you had to leave all of a sudden to help someone. Are they safe now? Did you save them?” she 
asks. 


“Yes, I did...” he trails as a new thought flashes in his mind. “Bennett told you that?” he 
questions. 


Paimon nods. “Yup! He’s a very dedicated member of our adventuring party.” 


“Ts that so?” Diluc replies skeptically. “I’m curious, who else are also frequent members of this 
‘adventuring party’ of yours?” 


“Kaeya...” 
Aha. 


Paimon continues on. “...Childe, Xinyan... oh, right! Ningguang used to come a lot but it’s been a 
super long time. Paimon thinks she doesn’t get along with Childe.” She turns her head to the sky to 
think about something while Lumine shrugs her shoulders. 


Diluc had stopped paying attention after Kaeya’s name was listed first. This is the perfect place to 
begin. “Are the two you of you free for a short while?” he asks them. “I'd like to ask about one of 
your traveling partners.” 
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Chapter 5 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Are you finally thinking of joining Paimon and Lumine, Diluc?” asks Paimon. She hovers above a 
plate of Fisherman’s Toast. Her own, treated by Diluc because that’s what he does for the few 
good friends he has. Lumine sits across from him, a bowl of mint jelly placed next to Paimon’s 
dish. “Paimon realized all this time you must’ ve been staying away because of Kaeya.” 


Diluc shakes his head, a bit peeved by her so-called ‘realization’. “That’s not— I do not dislike 
him that much,” he tells her. “I just haven’t much time for travel. My apologies.” 


“Tt’s okay,” Lumine says. “Who did you want to talk about?” 


“Kaeya,” Diluc answers, feeling a bit stupid. “I want to figure something out, but you must not tell 
him or anyone about this conversation.” 


Lumine and Paimon glance at each other before Paimon nods. “Of course! Your secret is always 
safe with us.” 


Diluc believes it. He has a lot of trust placed in this traveler and her guide. So does everyone in 
Mondstadt and their cat, which surprisingly doesn’t bother Diluc at all. She’s a good friend to 
anybody that crosses her path, and although this fact could raise suspicion on her possibly trading 
this information for another friend of hers, Diluc knows that Lumine isn’t the type to hurt 
friendships as a favor for someone else. It’s a blessing that Lumine and Paimon arrived before 
Diluc had the chance to make a fool of himself somewhere else. 


Still, he’s going to be vague about this as much as he can. Kaeya’s good at noticing things, and if 
he sees Lumine being extra worried on their next adventures, it’s all over for Diluc. 


Diluc brings up a hand to twist the end of his long bangs as he thinks of his first question. His short 
list from before and Lumine and Paimon’s familiarity helps him a lot with his fear of saying 
something too crazy. Quickly, he drops his hand and asks the first question. 


“Has Kaeya been reluctant to go on missions lately?” 
Lumine shakes her head. “No. He’s still coming as much as he has since the beginning.” 


“Ts that so?” He supposes he’s not too surprised. Kaeya seems to be quite fond of Lumine and 
Paimon now that he thinks about it. If Kaeya wanted to cancel on someone for the purpose of 
drinking, these two travelers would be the last he would consider. “How about any behavior 
changes? Things like unhappiness, coquetry, irritation—” 


Paimon gasps. “You made Kaeya mad! You guys had a big fight, didn’t you?” 
“He said “coquetry’, Paimon,” Lumine specifies for her. 


Paimon puts on an awkward face and shrugs. “To be honest, Paimon just guessed that was another 
way of saying he gets upset easily,” she admits. 


“Well?” Diluc asks, getting impatient. 


“Almost a month ago, Kaeya started getting into these arguments with Childe,” Paimon tells him. 
“Paimon and Lumine thought it was funny for a long time because Kaeya acts so smug and Childe 
is very... well—childish.” 


Lumine picks up from where Paimon leaves off. “Yeah, I will admit it was entertaining to watch at 
first. Mostly because they’d gotten along well for so long that we thought they were kidding 
around. But then, there was one time where they started shoving each other like they were about to 
throw fists. I had to propel a Windblade at them before anything worse could happen.” 


Diluc doesn’t feel the need to take physical notes anymore. He’s very sure his brain will hang on to 
this information he’s receiving. So many questions begin to crowd his mind. 


“What are the subjects of these arguments, do you know?” 


Paimon answers this time. “Something about... bowing down to the Abyss? And... being 
possessed by the enemy...?” 


Lumine is just as shocked as Diluc when hearing this. “Paimon!” she says. “You told me they 
argued about cooperation issues not— whatever that is!” 


“That was much later!” Paimon defends. 
“You didn’t think this was important to tell me?” 


“Tt was all right before we got attacked by that huge geovishap! Paimon didn’t think all that much 
about it until now...” she looks guilty, so Lumine gives a graceful sigh. 


“That’s...” Diluc manages, “...rather dark.” His mind is far from the suspicion of substance abuse 
now, and he now makes a very very prominent mental note to check on Kaeya later today. 


The lively ambience of the inner-city compensates for their confused quietness as all three of them 
try to process what had just been said. 


“Ts he still fighting with Childe?” he asks finally. 


“No,” Lumine answers. “Since then, they’ve been getting out of each other’s ways. Kaeya seems to 
feel bad about it... at least it seems that way. Childe also.” 


Paimon nods. “Mhm. There’s no mean tension between them anymore, but Paimon still finds it 
very awkward. They used to talk all the time and now don’t talk at all...” 


Childe. Diluc doesn’t know much about him except from news that was carried over to Mondstadt 
from Liyue. He’s never bothered to scrounge for information because Childe’s a member of the 
Fatui Harbingers, and to put it simply, he despises them with his entire heart. From what he 
understands, Childe isn’t a threat, especially given the fact that someone as good-hearted as 
Lumine works with him frequently. It’s unlikely he has any strong ties with the older Fatui 
members, so Diluc isn’t extremely worried about him, but any extra thought is not worth his time. 
Well, at least before Childe began picking these odd fights with Kaeya (or vice versa, but he’s 
being very subjective at the moment). 


“T don’t understand,” Diluc says. “Childe doesn’t work for the Abyss Order, does he?” 


“Definitely not!” Paimon exclaims through the toast in her mouth. “He spent some time there as a 
kid, that’s what he told us. But he makes sure to always kill the right people.” 


“What she means,” Lumine says quickly, “is that Childe does not want Teyvat to perish. That part 
of him is behind him-- or never existed, actually. He only used The Abyss to further his skills as a 
fighter. That is all.” 


Diluc can see the dots blurrily connecting between Kaeya and Childe. He’s very suspicious about 
this boy now, but he won’t tell Lumine since his concerns are based on Kaeya’s recently revealed 
secret. 


And now he realizes he’s gone completely off track. Unless Childe’s backstories brought out 
Kaeya’s frequent episodes, this is a whole different issue. Even so, apparently their conflict had 
been somewhat revolved weeks ago. What would he even tell Kaeya with this new information he 
had? 


“Umm... Master Diluc?’” asks Paimon. 


Diluc hadn’t realized he had started rubbing his forehead with his fingertips. He removes them 
from his temple and looks at them. Both of them wear a worried expression. 


“Ts that all you have on Kaeya?” he asks. 
“Yeah. Unless Paimon has something to say,” Lumine says. 


Paimon shakes her head. “Nope. He doesn’t stand out at all to Paimon, even after the whole Childe 
situation.” 


Diluc fails to hold back a disappointed sigh. If Lumine or Paimon, two of Kaeya’s closest friends, 
didn’t have much to say about his recent characteristics, it was unlikely that people around town 
would have much to say either. 


Perhaps... perhaps Kaeya will be willing to be honest with him. It’s no use risking the circulation 
of rumors so early. Diluc just wants to know anything he can as soon as possible so he can help 
Kaeya. To show him how sorry he really is for that night. 


Once again, Diluc is torn. 


“Alright,” he tells them after jotting a few things down on his scratch paper. “That’s all I needed to 
know.” 


Lumine gently places her arms on the tabletop. “If you need our help with anything, we are very 
willing to help. I know you like to play lone hero most of the time— not a bad thing— but we’re 
always open to helping you out, Master Diluc,” she says to him. 


“Yep! We’ll keep an eye out for things if you want us to,” Paimon adds. 


Diluc wants to say yes, he really wants to. It’s comforting knowing that he doesn’t have to do this 
secret research alone, but it’s too early to seek extra help yet. The offer, though, isn’t going to be 
rejected completely. 


“We will keep in touch,” Diluc assures. “I... don’t need any eyes just yet. But if the time comes for 
it, Pll find you two right away.” 


Lumine and Paimon understand instantly, as he expects they would. They aren’t the type to indulge 
into things that they were asked not to take part in (unless directed by an enemy, which Diluc is 
sure he isn’t right now). They thank him for the food and bid him good luck before setting out on 
their daily commissions. 


Putting a pause on his “investigation” (for lack of a better term), Diluc heads back to the winery 
and thinks about his and Lumine and Paimon’s conversation at The Good Hunter on the way there. 
He’s now questioning going to talk to Childe at some point, though he’d better make sure he 
knows why he’s doing this. Diluc can’t focus too much on helping without talking to Kaeya first, 
because there are still so many things Kaeya has yet to tell him. 


If he will tell him, that is. Diluc’s beginning to think last night was a one time thing, a way of 
Kaeya relieving some stress and calling it there. He really hopes that isn’t the case, because all 
Diluc can think about now is Kaeya’s eye and terrifying possible backstories that came along with 
it. 


So he spends some time at the winery. Enough time to assure his staff that he is alright, bathe 
himself, and plan the rest of his day. He’s tired, and probably would have napped on a normal day, 
but he won’t let himself rest so soon. Diluc is so very worried and confused and stressed, relaxing 
is no option right now. 


Diluc returns to Mondstadt in the evening, and he has to force himself not to go asking around the 
moment he steps in again. What Kaeya decides to tell him tonight will direct how his plan goes. 


Kaeya’s place is on the second layer of Mond, on the far side of the row of houses in front of the 
long staircase thats leads to the side gate and Angel’s Share to the right. A rather convenient place 
to live for a wine critique... if he’d shown around more. 


“Oh. Diluc,” Kaeya greets a few moments after Diluc knocks. He steps aside. “Come in.” 
“Thank you,” Diluc says as he walks inside. 


Kaeya’s house. Lots of mismatched colors and decor, as Diluc remembers from that one time last 
year he visited, but it’s clean and comfortable. He doesn’t know how he pulls the clashing of 
designs so well. 


No, this is not what he’s supposed to be focusing on right now. 


Wordlessly, Kaeya strides down the entry hall, leading Diluc further into his house. He walks as if 
it’s a peaceful afternoon stroll. This feels all too strange. 


They turn right at the end of the hall into the dining room across from Kaeya’s kitchen. In the 
center of the room is a birch table, enough to sit two on each side and one on the adjacent sides. In 
Kaeya-fashion, two of the chairs are a darker wood than the others. 


He pulls out a chair for Diluc. 
“Would you like something to drink? I have cold and hot cider.” 


This is all happening so fast. Diluc is overwhelmed already. He looks at Kaeya who watches him 
expectantly. 


“Kaeya, I'd like to ask—” 
“You will,” Kaeya assures. “It’s better to talk with a hydrated larynx, don’t you think?” 
Diluc sighs crossly as he goes to sit in his chair. “Last night you—” 


“So how much did you learn about me today?” Kaeya asks, turning away to walk across the hall. 


“What?” Diluc tries to hide his dismay. 


Of course. Of course Kaeya knows something is up. There is no sneaking around Kaeya Alberich, 
not ever. 


“You never run personal errands,” Kaeya points out from inside the kitchen. 


“Your observation skills are poor,” Diluc defends. He knows that this is untrue, and he knows 
Kaeya knows that this is also untrue about himself, but Diluc doesn’t want to accept defeat so 
soon. 


“You humor me, Diluc Ragnvindr,” says Kaeya. There's clinking and pouring sounds in the 
kitchen. “Did you say you wanted cold or hot cider?” 


“You irritate me,” Diluc grumbles under his breath. 


“That’s not a very nice thing to say,” he taunts, still from the kitchen. “Just for that, ’m giving you 
cold cider.” 


Diluc releases a guttural breath. Kaeya really knows how to get on his nerves. He did not come 
here to get trifled with. From here on out, he’ Il be in charge of the conversation flow. 


Kaeya returns to the dining room a few moments later, a glass of wine in one hand and a small 
glass of cider in the other. He sits across from Diluc and slides him his mug. 


Diluc pulls the glass mug closer to him, then eyes Kaeya. 


“T thought I would save you the extra work of heating it up,” he tells him, leaning back in his seat. 
“My way of saying sorry.” 


“For what?” Diluc asks, cautiously bringing the mug to his lips. 
“For accusing you of getting information about me.” 
Diluc relaxes. “Oh. It’s... quite alright.” 


“Or at least too harshly,” Kaeya continues before sipping on his wine. “Who was it you talked to? 
Jean? Amber? Diona?” 


“Kaeya,” Diluc begins calmly. “I... don’t know how to ask for this. But are you willing to continue 
talking about your... er...” 


“T was actually hoping you’d bring that up,” Kaeya says, putting on a more serious face. 
Diluc grows hopeful, but he keeps his neutrality evident for the sake of the discussion. 
“T was thinking,” Kaeya trails. “Is it possible for you to forget everything I said last night?” 


With the sudden flip of expectations, Diluc attempts to move his mouth but no words come out. 
Kaeya continues speaking for him. 


“T really do appreciate you helping me out and—” Kaeya sips his wine “— and for what you said 
to me when... I broke down, I guess. But— I don’t think I can handle talking about this anymore. 
It’s not healthy,” he says. 


Ow. That hurts. A lot. Diluc’s feelings are shattered, but even worse his heart for Kaeya is stabbed 


fiercely. Back to phase one, that’s what is happening here. He regrets even talking to Lumine now. 
If he hadn’t talked to her, Kaeya wouldn’t have suspected so and maybe he’d been more open now. 
Damn his impulsiveness. 


He’s not giving up yet. No, not yet. 


“T’m sorry, but I can’t forget what you told me last night,” Diluc decides. “You can’t hide from 
yourself forever, Kaeya.” 


“Why not?” Kaeya demands as Diluc drinks from his glass. “I’d rather that than purposely bring 
myself into my own hell.” 


Diluc doesn’t get a chance to reply before Kaeya keeps talking. 


“Anyway, why should I tell you? Me telling you versus Lumine won’t make much of a difference, 
would it?” 


Something on Diluc’s face twitches, and somehow, clever Captain Kaeya is able to read his 
thoughts instantly. 


“No...” Kaeya gasps. His expression falls into a mixture of disbelief and anger. “You talked to 
Lumine.” 


“She told me nothing of importance,” Diluc says through his teeth. 


“T can’t believe it!” Kaeya says coolly as he shakes his head. He downs the rest of his wine as 
Diluc speaks. 


“Oh, don’t act so surprised,” he hisses. “Do you really expect me to sit idly while you’ re being 
tortured by your own head?” 


“Yes, I'd prefer that,” Kaeya grumbles. He pushes himself off his seat and walks to the kitchen. 
“Having the entire town worry about me is only going to cause me more suffering,” he adds on the 
way there. 


He returns with a glass of wine to his lips. The atmosphere is heated. 


“Kaeya, you need help one way or another,” he tells Kaeya once he sits down again. “If you’re not 
going to let me help you, I won’t hesitate to raise concern in Mondstadt.” 


Kaeya gives a sour smile. “Because you think that will help me? Very smart.” 


Diluc pounds his mug onto the table. He hadn’t meant to react so strongly. The buildup of 
frustration, irritation, and concern had reached his mental capacity, causing him—as usual— to 
react on feeling. 


Kaeya glares at him, mouth parted and nostrils flaring. There’s a glint of fear deep deep down in 
that gaze that shoves Diluc into conciliation. 


“T didn’t mean to— I’m sorry,” he says softly. 
Kaeya continues to glare. 


“T’m being awful right now, I know, Kaeya,” he tells him carefully. His brain panics as he attempts 
to bring comfort. “You have to understand how much I worry about you...” 


Kaeya grimaces as Diluc continues to speak. 


“IT know you would do the same for me. I— we’ ve... that’s how it used to be. Mostly from you, I 
will admit. I desire to help you, to atone for betraying you when—” 


“Just stop,” Kaeya spits. “Stop with all of that ‘boo-hoo bad brother’ stuff. I hate it.” 
Diluc stares at him. Kaeya’s breathing is quick now, and his voice is strained. 
“T just want you to understand that I care. A lot.” 


“Okay!” Kaeya exclaims, bursting onto his feet. “I get it, okay?” He runs a firm hand down his 
face. 


Diluc watches him in shock, his heart pounding in his chest. “Kaeya, I’m sorry—” 
“Get out,” Kaeya whispers, closing his eye. 


Diluc shakes his head in desperation. “Please. Please, I'll be better, trust me,” he promises, 
reaching out a hand that Kaeya turns away to. 


Kaeya brings a scrunched hand to his injured rib as he continues to hyperventilate. “Leave,” he 
rasps. “Please, leave me.” 


Diluc is frozen, staring at Kaeya as he falls into a panic. He almost gets a chance to speak, but 
suddenly he’s being forcefully shoved out by his brother. If he wasn’t so stunned, he would have 
managed to stand his ground, but right now Kaeya’s hand is the only thing capable of guiding his 
body. By the time he’s pushed onto the porch, he only gets a second to turn around and see the door 
slam behind him. He tries the doorknob but Kaeya is quicker, locking it before he can set his hand 
on it. 


Diluc brings a fist to the door. “Kaeya,” he says loudly. “Pll listen, alright? Not a word from me, 
I’m being serious.” 


Silence. 


Diluc is left staring at the door in defeated devotion, his entire body numb. It takes a moment 
before he storms off with tears that sting the corner of his eyes. 


Chapter End Notes 


Going to be taking a week from posting so I can catch up on chapters and focus a bit 
more on school. Stick around till then! 


TWITTER: @_somniloquist 


Chapter 6 
Chapter Notes 
See the end of the chapter for notes 
He had planned to go work the bar that night. He’d wanted to seek out Nimrod— Kaeya’s drinking 
partner— or the regulars in the tavern. 
Or, he had planned to be there for his brother if getting more information was no good. 
And now, he can’t do either of those. He can’t even bring himself to go back to the winery. 


Diluc had contemplated trying Kaeya’s place again, but condemned himself when doing so. His 
presence would just add fire to the flame. Granted, he really has no idea what had provoked Kaeya 
into panicking and kicking him out, but he’s very sure he is at fault for this. 


Eventually, Diluc finds himself a good distance outside of Mondstadt’s front gates. Far enough so 
none of the guards would be able to see him very well, but still close enough to be considered 
within inner-city limits. He comes across a pack of hilichurls and fishes his knife from his coat. 


Filled with fire and fury, his legs race towards the pack as he grips the knife by his head. Slashing 
left in right in proper knife-fighting motion, just as he was taught. He’s angry with himself, he’s 
angry with his brain for not acting as he had wanted to. He’s especially angry about how he had let 
Kaeya drag him out like that. 


Slash! Slash! 


Each swing is well-formed and unsporatic, for Diluc had never gotten into the habit of fighting 
clumsily when overcome with emotion. He moves quickly, though, making sure any moving target 
doesn’t go untouched. 


Hilichurl after hilichurl, he takes them out with no problem. His fury blinds him. He’s never felt 
like this since— 


“ ARGH!” 

Diluc freezes as he whips his head to look at his victim. 
Kaeya gazes back at him, then drops to his knees. 
“Kaeya!” Diluc shouts. 


The knife is still wrenched in his chest and the blood pools around his blouse. Kaeya stares down 
at his stab wound as Diluc kneels in front of him. 


“You won’t die,” Diluc demands, voice staggering heavily. “You won’t!” 


“Tt’s— okay,” Kaeya whispers, slowly meeting his gaze. He doesn’t look to be in pain or in 
despair. Actually, there’s a pleased smirk riding up on his lips. “I did it on purpose.” 


“What?” Diluc gasps. “No, this is my fault. I did this!” he insists. 


Kaeya’s eye rolls back before he begins to fall forward. Diluc catches him against his own body as 
his soul sinks severely. 


“Tt’s okay,” Kaeya says again in his ear. “I wanted this.” 


Diluc holds Kaeya’s body away from his torso when he goes limp. A trail of blood crawls from the 
corner of his lips, and his free eye dazes lifelessly past Diluc who stares at him with terror. 


A pitched ringing sears through his eardrums when he realizes what had just happened to Kaeya. 
He shouts his name. 


“Kaeya!” 
His hands feel hot. 
“ Kaeya!” 


Diluc’s voice echoes in his head, the body in hands begins to feel like jelly. No. No, not so fast! 


“va!” he gasps. 
His eyes are quick to make out the shadows of his bedroom. He’s not outside, he’s in his house. 
Diluc hadn’t killed Kaeya. 

It’s just a dream. 
Diluc presses himself up in bed, heart still hammering strongly against his ribcage. 
What a terrible, awful nightmare. Why would his brain even come up with that.... 

“T’ll probably kill myself.” 
Oh. Their conversation from last night about his eye. 

.. Oh. 


Instantly riddled with panic, Diluc hurls himself out of bed and rushes out the door, tugging on his 
jacket on the way out. 


Nearly tumbling down the stairs, Diluc exits the manor in a tizzy, mind focused on one thing and 
one thing only. 


He needs to reach Kaeya as fast as he can. 


He sprints off to the side of his property where his two horses abide in a duo stable. He eases the 
eldest of the two out of sleep (a black stallion gifted by his father a year prior to the bestowing of 
his vision) and saddles him quickly. Fuldeon— whom Diluc isn’t sure who he’d named his horse 
after— being well bonded with him doesn’t fret with the sudden waking and gearing. Soon enough, 
Diluc is flying out of the Dawn Winery in the direction of the gates of Mondstadt. 


He’s determined to get onto Kaeya’s doorstep as soon as he can. His eyes squint into the night 
against the strong winds surging around him. His horse cooperates well with fast speeds, which 


relieves Diluc. 


Once parking Fuldeon at the visiting stables outside of Mondstadt’s side gates, Diluc takes the 
stone steps two at a time and sprints around the end of landing. 


Diluc raps on Kaeya’s door as his groggy mind replays his last night’s words for the hundredth 
time since waking. He shifts on his feet as he desperately awaits Kaeya’s answer. 


When Kaeya eventually does open the door, he’s holding an oil lantern by his head while the other 
arm is bent behind his back. Probably to draw a hidden weapon of sorts, which does not surprise 
Diluc. If some nuisance had been pounding on his own front door at this hour, he’d be prepared to 
slash them out too. 


But, noticing Diluc’s fright, Kaeya’s stern expression softens, and his arm falls to his side. “What’s 
wrong? Are you okay?” he asks. 


Diluc feels like an idiot. 
“Tm okay. ’m— I’m sorry. You should be sleeping right now,” he says as his face grows warm. 


“It’s alright, seriously,” Kaeya replies, eyeing him dubiously. “I’m fine with being awake,” he 
assures. 


He’s wearing his silk eye patch, the one he’s been switching into when going to sleep. Diluc’s 
father had started this trend when he noticed that Kaeya’s eyepatch was never going to budge. He 
got them imported from Liyue and from the finest manufacturer he could find there. Maybe Kaeya 
still gets them tailored there today... 


“Diluc, what happened?” Kaeya asks, bringing Diluc out of his shameful daze. “Are you injured?” 


“No... ’m alright. I was worried that you were going to—* Diluc bites on his words. “I’m worried 
about you.” 


Kaeya gazes at him like he knows what he was about to say. He likely does know exactly what this 
is about, but he doesn’t say it. 


“Look,” Kaeya says, glancing at all of his limbs. “I’m here. ’m okay. You can see that, correct?” 
This question isn’t condescending, it’s genuine, like a true calling to take a deep breath and view 
reality. 


And yes, Diluc can see him and his apparently healthy body. He can see it very clearly, which is 
why he feels so, so dumb. 


“T know. I really have to apologize, Kaeya. I don’t know what came over me,” he tells him, 
although he isn’t quite sure what he’s apologizing for. 


“No need for apologies.” Kaeya shrugs, leaning his shoulder against the door frame and lowering 
the lantern a little. “I understand now that what I told you before should have been a bit more... 
gently-worded.” 


“No, it’s not that— Well, coming here now is only part of what I apologize for.” 
A chilled breeze swims by the two as Diluc continues to speak. 


“T’m sorry for talking with Lumine behind your back. I had completely overlooked your trust in me 


the night before.” 
“Diluc, I—“ 


“And earlier... I had acted so out of line, bursting out and apologizing to no end. I never thought 
about how stressful hearing that can be. So I’m sorry,” Diluc says, leaving him somewhat out of 
breath. 


Kaeya stares at him in surprise, clearly unexpecting the— yet again— flow of apologies. 
“Do you want to come in?” 
“T don’t mean to disturb you, Kaeya,” Diluc says sheepishly. “I’m s— erm...” 


Kaeya gives an understanding gaze then decides to step aside. Diluc walks in with his head bowed. 
He’s grateful that Kaeya’s smart enough not to embarrass him more than he is now, but he’s still so 
very ashamed for appearing on his doorstep like this. 


Kaeya closes the door behind him. “Ill take your coat for you.” 
Diluc allows him to take his coat as he tries to collect his thoughts. 


This reminds him of when they were kids. Kaeya, as much as Diluc doesn’t like admitting this to 
himself, was mostly the one taking care of him when they were young. He was a crybaby and got 
worried often about the dangers his father would encounter, and Kaeya would typically be there to 
help him think about something else or just to be a friend. 


“T have warm milk if you want some.” 


Diluc, more often than Kaeya, would be the one usually waking in the night. His nightmares 
weren’t severe. In fact, they weren’t even that scary, but he woke up from them quite often. 
Somehow, Kaeya would be right behind him each time Diluc had crawled out of his room to grab a 
soothing drink from the manor’s pantry. Kaeya would chat to him about random nothings while 
Diluc would heat up drinks for the both of them in the dark of the night. 


Milk was a commonality in these events. 
“T’m alright, thank you,” Diluc says. 
“Okay.” 


They stand in the doorway in silence for some time. At some point, Diluc opens his mouth like 
he’s going to say something, but he sighs and gazes away. Eventually, Kaeya exhales. 


“Let’s sit,” he tells Diluc. 


Diluc follows Kaeya through an archway on the right and into the living room. They sit on a couch 
that abides between two windows and across a lit fireplace. They sit on the far ends leaving the 
empty cushion between them. 


Kaeya looks at him. “What happened earlier wasn’t your fault,” he explains hesitantly. 
“It was my fault,” Diluc replies. “I overwhelmed you with my apologies.” 


“Well, yes... You had caught me at a bad time though. I—” Kaeya sighs, slumping in his seat. “I 
don’t know. It just doesn’t feel right to blame you.” 


Diluc watches him, contemplating his words. Kaeya glances the other way, gently laying his arms 
over his torso. The nighttime atmosphere is strangely calming. 


“T reacted with anger,” Diluc states. 

“T brought it on though,” Kaeya replies. 
“T should’ ve tried to understand you.” 
“There was nothing to understand.” 
“That doesn’t matter.” 


Kaeya gazes at him. Diluc stares back. The indirect topic change of their conversation is not worth 
noting aloud. 


“Diluc,” Kaeya begins calmly. “The reason why I got upset earlier is because of something that 
happened before we met. It really had nothing to do with you.” 


“Oh.” 


Diluc accepts it for a moment, but then the scene of Kaeya appearing under his blade unfolds in his 
head again. It makes him feel sick, honestly, and he has to ask: 


“Are you sure?” 
“Diluc...” Kaeya sighs helplessly. 


Diluc encloses his hands and places them in his lap. “Right. Sorry,” he whispers. Instantly, he feels 
guilty for apologizing, but Kaeya doesn’t seem to be very annoyed this time. 


Actually, he looks a little dazed now that he thinks about it. His vacant stare is to the fireplace, the 
yellow light flickering in the gloss of his unpatched eye. Concern builds in Diluc as an image from 
yesterday flashes in his mind. 


“T feel like an idiot for throwing you out earlier,” Kaeya says randomly, still gazing at the fire 
ahead of him. 


Diluc raises his eyebrows. “What? No. Please don’t feel bad,” he says. 


Kaeya looks at him, frowning. “I should. You called me ‘brother’ yesterday. I can’t be acting like 
this if we’re supposed to be brothers again.” 


“Kaeya, it’s fine, really,” Diluc states warily. “Don't do this to yourself.” 
Kaeya takes a moment to respond. “You’re really fine?” he asks. 
“Yes,” Diluc insists. “Archons forbid if I ever find you dead, but you are alive, and I am fine.” 


Kaeya takes a few seconds to think, then a minuscule smirk grows on his face. “Look like I can’t 
die then,” Kaeya mutters. “I don’t think Mondstadt will be very happy if their precious little vintner 
went insane.” 


Diluc attempts to play along. “I’m sure Miss Diona would appreciate the new attendance at the 
Cat’s Tail, though.” 


Kaeya hums. “Yes, I bet she would...” 


Diluc’s playfulness falters when getting a good look at him again. He’s still rather dazed and tired 
looking. Perhaps he’d better leave him to sleep. 


“Are you sure you want to pass on some nice warm milk?” Kaeya asks him. 


Diluc gently shakes his head. “There isn’t the time for that. You should rest,” he more or less 
suggests. 


“Ah,” he sighs. “I guess you’re right. ve got stuff to do tomorrow.” Kaeya places his palms on his 
legs and begins to stand. Diluc’s heart freezes for a split second when he stumbles forward, but he 
is quick to catch himself on the coffee table a few feet in front of him. 


“Have you been d—?” 


“Breathed in too deeply,” Kaeya explains, straightening himself as he brings a cupped hand to his 
injured ribs. 


“Ah,” Diluc says, having completely forgotten about that aspect of Kaeya’s troubles. He stands to 
face him. “Are you alright, though?” he asks. 


“T’m okay,” Kaeya assures. “Are you going home?” 


It feels safer to leave now than it did when he had first arrived. Now that he knows that Kaeya is 
alive and breathing and — hopefully — heading to bed, he is more peaceful about leaving him to 
himself for the night. So he nods and says, “Once you sleep, I have no reason to be here.” 


Kaeya tsks. “You’re going to be here for a while if you’re going to wait for me to fall asleep.” He 
turns around and steps towards the entrance of the living room they had entered. 


“Once I’m sure you will fall asleep, then,” Diluc says, following after him. 
“Well, you have my word,” Kaeya murmurs. 


At the archway, Kaeya trips over nothing again and Diluc’s hands jump out to catch him. Kaeya’s 
hands flings to and grips onto the trimming to stabilize himself. 


Before Diluc can decide if he wants to make a comment on his instability, Kaeya speaks under his 
breath, “If you go talk to more people, I will— I—” He doesn’t seem to know what he wants to tell 
him, so Diluc speaks for him. 


“Are you willing to be honest?” he asks. 


Kaeya guides himself upright then allows his hand to fall from the wall trimming. “I doubt you 
will find any more people with information on me,” he says lazily. “I'll be honest another time.” 


Diluc stares at the back of his head as Kaeya crosses the hall to get to the staircase. He watches 
from the landing as Kaeya goes up the steps, gripping the railing with which step. Again, Diluc 
begins to wonder if Kaeya is really sober as he tries to act. 


He pauses to look at Diluc. 


“T’m going to bed. I promise,” he reassures. “Guest room is all yours if you want it.” Kaeya takes a 
moment to read Diluc which annoys him for that short while, as usual. “I’m going out early 
tomorrow to meet Lumine and her friends down in Stormterror’s Lair. No need to worry about me, 


right? You trust Lumine, don’t you?” 
Diluc nods slowly. 
“Good. So do I,” Kaeya says. “I’m sorry for freaking out earlier. Goodnight.” 


Diluc takes a moment to process his words, but manages a “goodnight” as Kaeya continues up the 
stairs. 


When Kaeya reaches the top, Diluc considers the guest room for a second but decides against it. 
He knows that Kaeya won’t be able to find sleep if he feels like Diluc is watching him-- which he 
will admit is somewhat the reason he had thought about staying over. Kaeya should rest, and so 
should he. 


After hearing a door shut upstairs, Diluc takes his coat from the entry rack and heads back to his 
horse, then the winery. 


The next day, Diluc wakes up with a new plan. It’s almost the same as yesterdays but more loosely 
coordinated. Meaning he might “accidentally” bump into someone Kaeya knows and begin a 
conversation with them. This is uncharacteristic for him, but Diluc is fine with that. After 
yesterday’s events, he’d rather have the town thinking he’s acting weird rather than Kaeya. 


There are some parts of this new plan that aren’t going to be played out as so. Last night, Diluc’s 
suspicions on Kaeya’s drinking habits had returned immensely, and this morning his suspicions are 
burning like fire in his thoughts. It’s clear with Kaeya’s words “T’ll be honest another time” that 
there’s no reaching a clear answer from him and possible alcoholism. He’s going to swing by The 
Cat’s Tail sometime during the day-- whenever he suspects Diona isn’t around-- and he will for 
sure be on staff at his tavern today to see what he can deduce from the people there. 


Once the morning sky fades to its natural blue, Diluc is back in Mondstadt with no particular 
destination in mind. He figures he’d better try Kaeya’s place before “running into” some of his 
friends. Maybe he’ll be there ready to discuss after sleeping it over— or perhaps this is just another 
excuse for Diluc to ensure his safety. 


When he knocks on the door, though, there is no answer. He checks the door side windows for any 
sign of life but with no avail. 


He’s tricked you. He’s inside and ignoring you 
Frowning, Diluc tries the door again. 
Kaeya probably knows what he’s up to. That’s what this is. Maybe he should go home. 


“Good morning, Master Diluc!” The Knight’s Outrider Amber is approaching him with a bouncy 
jog, her expression beaming in usual fashion. “Are you looking for Sir Kaeya?” she asks, stopping 
at the sidewalk in front of Kaeya’s front porch. 


“Have you seen him?” Diluc asks. 


“Yep! He left this morning to help Lumine and her traveling team to do some light work around 
Stormterror’s Lair,” Amber says. 


Diluc’s shoulders fall in relief. At least he’s not hiding from him, which is what Diluc had begun to 
worry about. If he is where Amber says he is and not running about Mondstadt in a crazed panic— 
Diluc absolutely cannot handle thinking about the latter right now— then Kaeya is okay for the 
time being. 


“He said it shouldn’t take longer than a couple of hours,” Amber adds as he steps down to ground 
level. “But,” she straightens her posture, “if you have a dire message to deliver, I can get it over to 
him in no time!” 


“That won’t be necessary,” Diluc tells her. 


“Okay,” Amber says, still grinning brightly. “Just know I am the fastest message deliverer in all of 
Mondstadt!” A glint of remembrance flashes in Amber’s gaze, and her grin falters to a more 
ambiguous expression. “Which brings me to the next topic—” 


Diluc awaits her next words. 


“Master Jean would like to speak with you. She says it’s important,” she says quietly. “She sent me 
yesterday evening to retrieve you, but you were nowhere to be found, so I’m telling you now.” 


He doesn’t doubt that this isn’t important. Although the two enjoy their moments together, neither 
of them really sought out each other’s presence unless it were to discuss important matters. At first, 
Diluc isn’t very keen on the idea of having another apparently important issue being put on his 
plate, but he reminds himself of Jean’s role within Ordo Favonius. Talking with her might solve 
something... 


“Thank you, Amber. Is she around for me to go visit?” Diluc asks. 


“Yep!” Amber chimes. “She had plans to go visit you this afternoon, so it would be a good idea to 
head over to HQ soon.” 


Diluc glances ahead in the direction of the Knights of Favonius Headquarters. His presence in the 
building has been scarce since the night his father died. He’s not regretful for being like this given 
that he wants little to do with the Knights nowadays, but he secretly doesn’t mind the once-in-a- 
few months visits to discuss local affairs or business negotiations. 


“T will be on my way then,” says Diluc to which Amber grins again. 
“Sounds good! Have a good rest of your morning, sir!” She exclaims as he steps around her. 


Diluc deadpans at the formality, though he doesn’t comment on it because, honestly, he kind of 
deserves it for barely familiarizing himself with Mondstadtians after he’d returned from his four 
year long journey across Teyvat. Amber had been fourteen when he had left and had been on more 
platonic terms with him. If he had just made an effort.... 


Oh well. He has other things to worry about right now. 


“You too, Miss Amber,” he returns before sending himself further into Mondstadt. 
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Though Diluc’s terms with the Knights are nowhere near as friendly as it was years ago, the 
guards and administration greet him with much respect. Diluc can tell how stiff they are 
underneath their courteous facade, but he’s past dwelling on that now. 


“Good day, Master Diluc,” greets the young secretary at the escritoire in the center of the wide 
hall. “Please feel free to enter the Acting Grand Master’s office.” 


“Thank you, Lizzie.” 


Stepping to the door on his left, Diluc allows himself inside the office where Jean is tending to a 
potted plant on the raised flooring to his left. She has always been surprisingly good at plant and 
wildlife care. 


“Hello, Diluc,” she says, quickly making some final adjustments to the plant before turning her 
gaze to him and rounding the railing gaining the platform. “How are you?” 


“T am alright,” Diluc replies as he meets Jean in the center of her office. “And you?” 


“T’m getting by,” Jean says, giving a rather forced smile. Not an unusual move from her, but it does 
get Diluc wondering what she wishes to speak to him about. Jean walks him to the wooden table on 
the far side of her office. “I’m glad Amber was able to summon you here this morning,” she notes, 
gesturing to a chair at the table. 


Diluc sits in it. “Uh-huh,” he responds warily. 

“Well, I have no reason to be vague here,” Jean says, lowering herself in a seat adjacent to Diluc’s. 
Diluc’s anticipation grows. 

“Have you been enabling our Cavalry Captain?” 

Diluc blinks in surprised confusion. “What? Enabling what?” he asks. 


“Diluc, I trust you are a good man, but I really need you to be honest here. I’m fearing his work 
ethic might falter if this goes on for too long,” she says calmly, though it feels like Diluc is being 
interrogated for reasons he does not know. 


“Jean, I sincerely am lost on what we are discussing here,” Diluc tells her, feeling his shoulders go 
tense. If this goes in the direction Diluc thinks this might go in, it looks as if Jean doesn’t fear 
Kaeya’s wrath like he does. 


Jean’s expression softens a little, but her words continue to tap on his nerves. “Either you have 


fallen clueless to his antics or you really are not involved,” she mutters half to herself. “How’s 
business at your tavern?” she asks suddenly. 


Diluc recognizes this mask instantly. Even Jean, the Acting Grand Master, does fear Kaeya’s wrath 
to some extent. Diluc doesn’t doubt this question is another way of asking, “ has Kaeya been 
drinking more than usual on your premises ?”’. 


“T know what this is about,” Diluc tells her, which puts Jean into a moment of shock. “I haven’t 
seen Kaeya regularly inside the tavern in a little under four weeks.” 


Jean takes notice of Diluc’s response and grows quiet. “You know what this is about? Then are we 
suspecting the same issue that Kaeya Alberich has?” 


“7 ”° 


An image of Kaeya appears in his head from yesterday. The flashback to the anger and 
disappointment marking his brother’s features when he’d found out that Diluc had spoken to 
Lumine. 


And then last night, “Jf you go talk to more people I—”. Diluc now wishes he would have finished 
that sentence. 


“Diluc,” says Jean, “your honesty is very important right now.” 


Jean waits for his reply, an urgent and rather unnaturally pleading expression planting within her 
eyes. Diluc mentally condemns himself for considering “helping” Kaeya by dismissing Jean’s 
question. 


“My suspicions are rather new, but I haven’t much of a clear basis behind them,” Diluc says. And 
it’s true, aside from him stumbling around yesterday and what he had admitted the night at 
Wangshu Inn, it’s hard to question Kaeya’s sobriety when his mentality has fallen unstable as well. 


He worries about Kaeya for a moment. Lumine is looking after him now. He will be alright. 


“Well, I too am a bit discouraged now,” Jean admits, rubbing the bridge of her nose with her 
fingers. “If you say he hasn’t been at Angel’s Share, then I might have this all wrong.” None of 
them dare to speak the words of said issue, but it’s clear from their understandings of each other 
that they are on the same page. 


“Have you tried asking the staff at The Cat’s Tail?” Diluc asks. 


Jean nods. “Yes. I found Margaret yesterday evening when our Outrider Amber couldn’t locate you 
and asked her if she’s seen any special guests recently.” 


“And?” 


She shakes her head. “Besides Nimrod who ironically no longer has his favorite drinking partner at 
Angel’s Share, she’s noticed no one in particular.” 


Diluc slowly taps his boot a couple times on the wood floor beneath them. Jean predicts his next 
words. 


“So, I thought he had been drinking from his own collection. However, if you’ ve been in his house, 
all that man has is wine. Wine, wine, wine. I don’t doubt he has a bottle of hard alcohol somewhere 
in his house, but not enough to be taking from it daily,” Jean says. “Kaeya’s quite particular about 


drinking wine. I may have this all wrong, but I don’t think he would be the kind to suddenly waste 
away his prized delights for— for something like this.” 


“You’re wrong.” 
“Why do you say that?” 


Diluc grits his teeth. He hadn’t meant to say that. He’d been so caught up in processing Jean’s 
words that he reacted with the first words that came to his head. How would he explain this? That 
Kaeya had admitted to considering buying himself a bottle of wine when Diluc would fall asleep, 
or that— he’s now realizing— Kaeya retrieved wine in the middle of their argument yesterday, or 
that Diluc had fled to his house in the dead of night after the two taverns had closed and where 
Kaeya had most likely been intoxicated at such a late hour. So many things that took too long to 
explain, but he needs to give Jean an answer. 


“Tt? eae 


Jean Gunnhildr. He’s known her for as long as he can remember. She had been so close to Kaeya as 
well. The three of them would spend their time training, chatting, exploring, and whatever else kids 
did from dawn to dusk nearly every day of the week. Diluc had always felt incredibly sorry not 
only to Kaeya for tearing their brotherly bond apart, but to Jean too. He is certain that his actions 
took a notable toll on her aside with Kaeya’s anguish after the apparent strong relationship of the 
trio had become wrecked in a matter of minutes. He can trust Jean to do well with this information, 
and he decides what the right thing to do here is to tell as much of the truth he can without 
completely breaking Kaeya’s trust. 


Diluc sighs. 


He tells Jean that Kaeya had expressed venturing out of Mondstadt for the day and that he had 
followed Kaeya out because he had been suspicious of him because he was limping. Jean makes a 
face at hearing this, but thank the Archons she doesn’t comment on it. He tells her that they stayed 
at Wangshu Inn because it had been a long day, and that the inn only had one room (“You guys did 
this when you were kids, right?” “This isn’t the s— Never mind.” ). Then, keeping out the details of 
Kaeya’s dissociative episode with a “he seemed different” and his moment of opening up with “he 
mentioned a couple things that have been bothering him lately”, Diluc recounts their nightly 
mealtime and pre-sleep discussion. Now Jean is listening very intently, and an uncertain expression 
rests upon her face, but she allows Diluc to continue retelling recent events before she comments. 
Diluc vaguely explains his absence from his property yesterday evening by telling her that he went 
to Kaeya’s house-- to which Jean’s puzzlement grows severely evident-- where they had “a small 
altercation”’. It’s difficult to look past Jean’s suspicion as he finishes off by saying that “for 
reasons’, he visited Kaeya once more past midnight where he seemed to be intoxicated. 


At this point, Diluc can only hope that Jean is still focused on the topic they had been on a good 
while ago before he had begun running his mouth. Jean stares at him in absolute perplexity, 
disbelief, and underneath all of that, something that shines faintly like hope. Diluc isn’t sure what 
else to say. At one point, his conscience decided to let himself talk and talk. Very unusual for him, 
but with Jean around, he is bound to act more unusually. He’s positive he hadn’t revealed anything 
serious about Kaeya, but Jean looks at him as if he had, so worry begins to creep in his stomach. 


Finally, Jean wills herself to speak. “I’m glad you’ ve been looking out for Kaeya,” she says slowly 
and collectively. “I have a feeling there are a good amount of details left unsaid here, but because I 
somehow trust your words more than most of my own staff here,” she continues softly, “I won’t 
indulge myself where my presence isn’t desired.” 


It feels as if a weight had been removed from Diluc’s shoulders. Jean had always been smart when 
it came to problem-solving, both legally and personally. He can sense that there are more words 
coming from her, though, so he awaits them. 


“T wholeheartedly do not mean to assume things about your brother-- er-- sorry.” 
Diluc gives a dismissing nod, urging her to continue. 


Jean sighs. “I truly do not mean to assume this about Kaeya but ...there is something troubling him 
-- and I mean really,” she begins, folding her fingers atop of the table, “it would be a good idea to 
alleviate that issue as much as possible. Your telling of the last two days pretty much confirms both 
of our suspicions of intermittent drinking. Solving this without going any deeper will leave him 
looking for other ways to escape. It’s alright if you do not want to handle that, but please make 
sure he’s got someone to talk to. We’ ve lost two too many knights this way in the past.” 


Dliuc swallows thickly. Again, he thinks about Kaeya basically admitting to suicide if all went 
wrong. If he couldn't be there for Kaeya, it could very well turn into something fatal whether it’s 
from long term alcohol abuse or the direct taking of his own life. 


The world around Diluc dims at this thought. Averting his gaze to the office door, his legs begin 
itching to flee out of the Knight’s headquarters and all the way to Stormterror’s Lair. He wants to 
get to Kaeya, to see him with his own eyes, and make sure he is still alive and walking. This is 
alarming. So very very alarming. 


Jean’s eyes grow as Dliuc fails to respond right away. “Oh, Diluc,” she murmurs. She gently 
brings her hands forward to cup Diluc’s gloved hands together. “I’m so sorry for frightening you. 
I’m sure he’s nowhere near that point of checking out on us yet. It’s important for me to be clear 
on these types of things,” she explains as Diluc watches her speak. “I’m here to help you and 
Kaeya, okay? You don’t have to figure everything out by yourself.” 


Diluc inhales a deep breath and nods as he exhales slowly. Her words are like honey to his aching 
headspace. “Yes. Thank you, Jean. Honestly, I could really use your help.” 


Jean smiles warmly, bringing her hands back to her side of the table. “I’m more than happy to 
provide it,” she tells him earnestly. “Let’s figure out a way to approach Kaeya about his drinking 
sometime after he returns to the city.” 


Diluc nods. He really really does need Jean’s help. 


Kaeya believes he does a good job veering away from Jean and Diluc yesterday evening. 


Once again, he can’t believe it-- well, he can, but he just doesn’t want to deal with this. Diluc had 
been snooping just like he had the day they arrived from out of time, and now Jean, the only other 
person in Mondstadt he’s known since he had been planted here, is on his tail as well. 


Amber had given him orders to check into Favonius HQ only an hour after he had returned from 

Stormterror yesterday. He didn’t think much of it until Jean, not Lizzie, was the one greeting him 
in the hall and being his escort into her office. As soon as he saw Diluc standing there as well, he 
knew that he had likely told her about something that had to do with the previous two days. 


Kaeya groans, massaging the side of his torso. He’d snuck out of Mondstadt tonight as a way to 
escape Diluc’s possible spying (he’s seen way more of him and Jean ever since their 
“confrontation’’) and to give himself some peace after what had happened yesterday in Jean’s 
office. He digs his heels into the stone behind his legs, sinking his hands into the grass under him. 
He squints into the distance where he can make out the shadows of Cape Oath’s cliff. It looks so 
tall... 


What was he thinking about again? 


He’s sure that Diluc’s got eyes all over Mondstadt now. Though he’d managed to cut their 
“Intervention” short, he knows that he had left Diluc and Jean with no plausible answer to conclude 
with. 


How could he answer in a way that would get them to understand, anyways? He’s different from 
Boozehead Nimrod, or Sorry ol’ Stanley, or that one wall guard whose name Kaeya can’t 
remember anymore that disappeared six years ago after being put on a temporary ban from taverns 
across Mondstadt. His situation is not the same. If he could carry out his lively duties as usual, then 
he isn’t worried about himself, so he doesn’t need others worrying about him either. 


Kaeya fidgets with the silver hip flask sitting between his thighs. 


Besides, even if he does want people to worry about him, there are far worse things going on in 
Teyvat that need attention. Hell, Lumine has been hanging around here for months and close to no 
one is really helping her find her brother who she clearly loves so much given the stories she would 
tell everyone... 


“Captain Kaeya?” 
“Oh, you’re still here, huh?” 


Nimrod’s body is lit by the moonlight. He’s scratching his head, and he looks hesitant to answer. 
“Yeah... you said you would pay me a couple minutes ago,” he says. 


“Sorry.” Kaeya fishes two bags of mora from his belt pouch and floats his arm back to hand them 
to his venal old drinking partner. 


“Thanks, man. I missed my daughter’s birthday the other day. I feel so bad...” 
Kaeya hums. The tide seems to help the stars dance a little livelier tonight. 


“This will help me muster up a good gift for her.” Nimrod pauses. “Will you be alright by 
yourself?” he asks gingerly. 


“T’ll be okay,” Kaeya says, crossing his ankles that hang off the short ledge he sits on. His 
conscious yearns to swim along with the stars in the dark sea ahead. “I won’t need your help for the 
next week, by the way. I hope I gave you enough cash,” he sighs. 


“Oh. Where are you going?” 


“Tl be here,” Kaeya tells him, bringing his flask to his chin. “I’m preparing everything I need 
tonight and taking a week off from all this. Diluc n’ Jean— they’re getting concerned,” he explains 
before taking a swig of his Dandelion Whiskey. The taste is too sour compared to it’s wine 
counterpart, but damn it burns so good. He hopes this will keep his mind at ease for the break he’s 
going to take. 


Kaeya can sense Nimrod’s frown as he speaks. “You know... I don’t want you to end up like me, 
Kaeya. Perhaps you should quit for good— or at least for longer than a week.” 


Kaeya scoffs. Now he is trying to understand something he doesn’t? He can’t have Nimrod 
hopping on his back too. Quitting this intake will make him all the more unreliable. Damned if he 
does, damned if he doesn’t. Nimrod just doesn’t understand that. 


“Tl take that into consideration,” Kaeya mumbles disdainfully. “Go see your family,” he says, 
looking back at the man standing behind him. 


Nimrod, seeming to forget all of his concerns for him, nods, thanks Kaeya again, and walks off 
with his bribed mora. 


Sighing, Kaeya slumps forward, dangling his flask between his legs. He hasn’t been this wasted for 
a few of weeks now. His vision is blurred and warped and it feels like he’s sitting in quicksand, but 
his headspace is just white noise, and it’s comforting. No past troubles rapping on the door of his 
subconscious, and his current issues waver like they are any other regular thought. 


He doesn’t want Diluc to worry about him. Jean either, but he knows Diluc will get the worst of 
the worry based on what he had told him three nights ago in Liyue. He should have never said 
anything about anything to the poor man. Kaeya isn’t sure what he had been thinking that night at 
the inn. After tonight, he isn’t drinking for a week, just so whatever suspicions Diluc or any other 
person has will disappear. He’ll manage himself until then then go back to normal. 


Kaeya chugs on his whiskey. His throat is beginning to feel numb and cold at the same time. 


He’s not sure how prepared he is for the next week. If he ends up having to relive his trauma, he 
isn’t sure how long he’ II be able to carry himself after that. Hopefully this will convince Jean and 
Diluc to stop appearing on his doorstep every three to four hours. If not, he’Il have to come up with 
a better alibi. 


He might have to do his outwardly-typical glass-or-two a day thing if he really plans to be 
completely sober for this long. 


Drink, drink. 
Kaeya thinks he can hear his heartbeat now. Maybe he should give it a rest... 


Why his brain has been so prominent on emerging past trauma into his daily life, Kaeya thinks he 
knows. It's too complicated to think about for too long though. He will admit that his mental state 
since four years ago has been declining, but something dropped about a month and a half ago that's 
been sending him into these episodes of despair. At one point, he had been convinced that someone 
had been poisoning him, but after finding nothing and realizing there was no poison like this, the 
only thing that is to blame is his own head and that wretched Khaenri’ahn curse. 


Something in Kaeya’s head stings. Absently, he takes another drink from his flask. 
He sits up slowly. He can’t feel anything. 
He can’t feel a thing. 


The grass between his fingers only feels like whispers, he can’t tell if he’s even breathing anymore. 
The speck of sobriety he has left tells him that he’s in trouble. 


You absolute freak. Dumbass, drunk man. You will kill yourself: 


Kaeya isn’t sure who’s voice is saying these things to him, but he doesn’t take them with a grain of 
salt. He’s done enough. 


He attempts to push himself up, but his hands sink into the dirt like it’s jelly. He tries again, doing 
his best not to panic, and somehow his feet miraculously find their place under his debilitated legs. 
The whirring in his head is unbearable when he’s standing; he might pass out. 


Kaeya stumbles towards the pathway, gripping tightly onto his flask. He shoves it into his belt as 
he squints into the blur of the shadowed scenery. 


He really should have stayed home for this 


Diluc is very frustrated. 


Why is Kaeya so hard to pry a clear answer from? And why is he so damn good at changing the 
subject whenever it’s brought up? 


Their first confrontation had not gone well. Kaeya had gotten cocky quickly, turning their concerns 
into little quips that at one point even made Diluc think that they had called him over just to joke 
around, and not the other way around. It was a lot better with Jean around, he’s not denying that. 
She is good at not reacting so harshly to all of Kaeya’s annoying answers to their wholehearted 
questions. In fact, she was mostly leading the conversations while Diluc kind of... stared at Kaeya. 
He wants to participate more, but he never ever knows what is going to come out of his mouth in 
moments like these. 


Since that time yesterday, the two would check in on Kaeya every so often, sometimes by 
themselves or together. It’s clear that Kaeya didn’t appreciate these visits very much, especially 
when he and Diluc had fought again for no real reason, and Kaeya nearly got into an argument 
with Jean but she had been quick to stop it before it started. There were a few times where Jean had 
gotten Kaeya to consider an issue, and a couple times where Diluc thought that Kaeya might open 
up to him again, but of course, he is now extremely reserved. There’s no doubt that Kaeya has been 
preparing himself and coming up with convincing, facetious remarks the moment one of them 
leaves his vicinity. 


He knows that this wasn’t Jean’s intention, but her words yesterday has really got him terribly 
stressed about Kaeya’s actions when someone’s not around making sure he’s alright. He doesn’t 
know what to do anymore and it irks him greatly. Jean, as usual, has hope for a good outcome. “ 
We have to expect this to take some time, Diluc,” she had told him, and in a fit of worry he had 
replied, “ Some time is too much time for something bad to happen,” to which Jean’s optimistic 
look broke a little. He feels bad about what he said, because while Jean being dispirited won’t alter 
her diligence, it just isn’t something anyone wants to see. 


Diluc scowls as he wipes down a glass left on the counter. It’s almost closing time at Angel’s 
Share, and although he wishes to be somewhere else now, he had checked in tonight as his last 
hope to find something to carry off of. 


Kaeya, though, didn’t come in tonight, but apparently he had come in for a glass earlier according 
to a very drunk regular who hogged the table near José the Bard (who is not singing about stars 
dancing in the sky). It had been around two o’clock when Kaeya came for a drink, when the first 


shifts of bartenders had been working. Daytime drinking has never been an abnormality for 
Cavalry Captain Kaeya Alberich, so— on top of Kaeya’s words from the past day and a half— this 
almost makes Diluc believe he’s crazy for considering all of these things about him. 


“Excuse me, Master Diluc.” 


“Sorry,” Diluc says, stepping aside so Charles, the other bartender on shift, can retrieve a glass 
from under the counter. Thank the Seven it’s almost time to close. All of this time finding nothing 
has got him running in a distressed daze. 


Anyway, with new input from Jean, Diluc isn’t planning on losing hope so quickly. She’s 
absolutely positive they will be able to fish something from Kaeya, and he trusts her because— he 
hates to admit— Jean probably knows a lot more about Kaeya’s regular mannerisms compared to 
Diluc. A long long time ago that would have been the other way around, but Diluc has missed a lot 
in the past years. It’s only right to assume Jean, someone who’s now befriended his brother longer 
than he himself has, knows what she’s talking about when it comes to Kaeya. 


Last he’s heard from her, she’s investigating the regulars at The Cat’s Tail. If neither of them come 
up with anything tonight, then they might have to consider seriously grilling Kaeya about all of 
this, which Diluc really hopes they won’t have to do. Jean too seemed hesitant when bringing this 
up as well, but there are no other options because— as mentioned before— she knows something 
is up with him. Diluc now wonders if Kaeya will open up to her rather than him. 


He honestly doesn’t know what he would do if that happened to be the case. 

“As closing hour nears,” a voice sings as it approaches the bar, “to harry Master Diluc I appear!” 
Diluc glances up at the green-clad boy sitting at the counter who offers a giddy smile. 

“Good man Master Diluc, sir, give me a beer!” he cheers. 


Collecting himself, Diluc sighs. “Alright,” he says before turning around to retrieve the bard’s 
favorite beer. When he’s finished pouring his drink, Venti is still grinning at him. 


“That’s your last one tonight,” Diluc tells him. “You’re sucking all of our supply of Hopped 
Caramel away.” 


“My apologies,” Venti chimes rather flippantly. He goes to drink from his mug when he pauses and 
slowly lifts his head to get a good look at Diluc. “My friend, your eyes hold a notable fear. Might 
this be something a good bard can clear?” 


Usually Diluc would pick at him for the odd rhyming, but this question takes him by surprise. Had 
he been looking worried this entire night? 


He clears his throat as he formulates a reply. “You should worry about yourself, Venti,” he says. 
“You’ve had a lot to drink tonight, and might I remind you, you've still got days worth of tabs to 
pay off.” 


Venti snorts. “A resilient person like me has no need to worry for such matters on drink intake!” he 
sings, then under his breath, “J do need to gather up some mora, don’t I?” 


Venti’s words quickly remind Diluc of his reason for being here. Though he isn’t stuck in his 
thoughts for long because soon Venti begins speaking again. 


“Are you going to be sticking around the city for a while after closing, Master Diluc?” 


Diluc looks at him quizzically. “Why would I be ‘sticking around’ after the bar closes?” he asks 
him. 


“T don’t know. Well—” he giggles. “You and Jean hang out very often, and you know— she’s only 
really free to do certain things at night because she’s very busy with masterly duties.” 


Instantly getting impatient, Diluc resists the urge to scowl. “If you are implying what I think you 
are implying, I would highly appreciate it if we do not discuss this further.” 


Venti tsks, closing his eyes and shaking his head in playful disappointment. “Kaeya was right 
when he said you were no fun to joke around with,” he sighs. 


Kaeya. 
Diluc isn’t sure how to respond, but once again, Venti saves him from the task. 
“Come back here later tonight,” Venti says. “Unless thou hast wishes for the Archon’s smite!” 


Something within Diluc tells him to abide by Venti’s words. Nonetheless, if this happens to be for 
something pointless it gives him a reason to be within the city boundaries again to... 


To do what? What else is there to do in the dead of the night? There’s got to be something. 
“Fine. What time?” Diluc asks. 


“When the time feels right, you can return,” Venti replies. “I will make matters happen, so no need 
for concern,” he assures before drinking from his mug. 


“Okay...” Diluc says as his stomach twists. Something about what Venti says worries him more 
than it should, though he can’t even think for a reason as to why. Maybe everything nowadays is 
causing him to worry too much. 


Diluc catches Venti staring off into space for a couple of seconds. He comes out of his short 
lasting daze looking worried, but then he smiles at Diluc and lifts his mug. Before downing the rest 
of his beer, Venti chirps out one last verse. 


“Cheers for you coming to Mondstadt City again! You will not regret it, my dearest friend.” 
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Diluc blinks heavily as he lifts a pot of coffee from the stovetop. 


It had been a very, very long night. The only moments of “sleep” he got were half-hour long 
intervals of simply resting his eyes. In other words, he got no real sleep. Although he would much 
rather be upstairs making sure Kaeya doesn’t puke all over himself again, he needs to make sure he 
can be fully awake when something does happen. This moment of getting himself a stimulant is 
only meant to be quick, as anxiety continues to eat at his stomach with each minute that passes. 


He’s in Kaeya’s house. He had gotten there sometime past midnight, when he had returned to the 
city district like Venti had suggested for him to do. Whatever thing that Venti needed him there for 
had been immediately disregarded when he recognized Kaeya Alberich hunched over inside the 
entry gates. 


It all happened so fast. Kaeya sprung out from his hunched positioning and gripped onto Diluc’s 
arms, his eye blazing at him with fright he had never seen from Kaeya before. 


“Diluc, you’ve gotta help me.” 
“W— what?” 
“You’ve gotta help me, bro. Help me,” he whispered. 


And then Kaeya had fainted. Only for a second, but Diluc was already panicking, holding Kaeya’s 
body upright for the moment he fell unconscious. He reeked, and still does, of alcohol. When he 
awoke, his eyelids were half closed and he muttered something under his breath that Diluc still 
can’t make out. Then: 


“Here,” he said, handing him a key. “I think I'll black out. Leave me at my house ‘nd I'll be safe.” 


So Diluc held onto him all the way to his house, and Kaeya fortunately had enough strength to not 
pass out again on the way there, but damn he was so close to it. Inside, he ended up having to carry 
Kaeya on his back up the stairs, with Kaeya’s arms crossed along his collar. He thinks Kaeya really 
passed out about halfway through their ascent, because when he dropped him onto his bed, he was 
out cold already. 


Of course Diluc hadn’t left like he was asked to, and this became one of the longest nights he’s had 
in a good while. 


Tiredly, Diluc searches the cupboard’s of Kaeya’s kitchen for a mug to put his coffee in. He 
vaguely wonders if he’ll find any secret stashes of alcohol before a loud tumbling noise sounds 


from upstairs. 


In a flash, Diluc leaves everything behind in an alarmed state and sprints down the hall. As Diluc 
takes the stairs two at a time, more lighter thumping sounds follow from Kaeya’s bedroom 


Running down the upstairs hall, Diluc approaches the second and final door on the right and 
thoughtlessly swings the door open. Immediately upon entering, Kaeya, who appears to have 
tripped over the desk chair Diluc had pulled out earlier, scrambles to his feet and stares at Diluc. 


“Are you alright?” Diluc asks, still gripping onto the door handle. 


“J—” Kaeya grunts as his eye paces the bedroom. “Was this chair from you? How’d you get in 
here> 


“Kaeya,” Diluc interrupts him. He takes a hesitant step forward to which Kaeya responds by 
shuffling himself backwards. Noticing this, Diluc stops in his tracks and does his best to look 
gentle. “You gave me your key yesterday... Do you remember?” 


“My— key,” Kaeya whispers, pressing his hand up to his forehead. He grimaces with confusion as 
his gaze descends to his waist. ““What’d you do with my stuff?” he demands suddenly, whipping 
his head to look yet again— around the bedroom. 


Without thinking, Diluc takes another step forward, opening his mouth to say something before 
Kaeya stumbles over the fallen chair behind his ankles. Diluc reacts quickly and catches Kaeya by 
the torso before he’s able to completely lose his balance. This is a bad move on his end, because 
Kaeya hisses and rips himself out of Diluc’s grip, bringing his hands to his still injured ribs. 


Diluc steps back, feeling the strong urge to punch himself in the face. So many avoidable things 
gone wrong in just a matter of seconds. “I’m so sorry. I completely forgot,” Diluc says, somewhat 
mortified with himself. 


“Where’s my stuff?” Kaeya grunts, peering at him from under his eyebrow. 


“Your clothes are in your bathtub,” Diluc replies. “And your belt is at the foot of your bed. You 
had vomited on them the first time you woke up.” 


Kaeya stares at him for a moment before slowly straightening his posture. “Is Jean here?” he asks. 
“No,” Diluc answers. “I didn’t want to leave you alone. It’s just me right now,” he assures. 

Kaeya nods slowly. His eye is ridden with fearful confusion and his hand stays limp on his chest. 
“Um...” Kaeya says after a moment. “I can make breakfast for you.” 

“Breakfast?” Diluc questions, narrowing his gaze at him. 

“Yeah. Sorry.” 


Diluc isn’t sure how to respond to this odd behavior. He would have much rather if Kaeya had 
started yelling at him. This is so very off putting. 


“You should sit down,” he tells Kaeya, daring to approach him again. This time Kaeya doesn't 
back away, and he lowers himself back onto his bed while Diluc picks up the fallen chair and sits 
in it. 


He watches Kaeya for a moment as he looks away. It seems like he’s trying hard to remember what 


had happened in the last six or so hours, but from the looks of it nothing is piecing itself together in 
his head. 


“How much do you remember?” Diluc asks warily. 


“Not a lot,” Kaeya admits quietly, not meeting his gaze. “Only... a few flashes.” He winces. “Did 
we talk at all?” 


“No,” says Diluc. “You only woke up when you needed to throw up. Neither of us said anything 
then.” This is partly a lie, as Diluc had attempted a few comforting words during these moments, 
but Kaeya hadn’t remembered them so there was no point in bringing them up. 


“Well, ’'m guessing you’re going to tell Jean about this?” Kaeya more-or-less asks, finally looking 
at him. 


Diluc doesn't beat around the bush. “Well, yes. I have to. She’s very worried about you, you 
know,” he tells him. “It would be terrible of me not to tell her.” 


Kaeya sighs, letting his eye close. “Fuck.” 


Diluc waits for Kaeya to ridicule him or to voice his irritation, but he sits still, eyes squeezed shut 
and mouth contorting into a grimace. 


“Are you feeling alright?” Diluc asks. 


Kaeya ignores his question and raises his gaze to him. “You said my belt is at the foot of the bed? 
Like you removed it, and then put it there?” 


Diluc stares at him pensively. Now he remembers what he had done after the second time Kaeya 
had fallen back asleep, when he decided to check for hidden flasks that he did end up finding. 


“Yes... and if you are wondering, your flask that contained a dandelion scented “beverage of 
choice’ has been confiscated and drained,” Diluc says, and this doesn’t seem to phase Kaeya so he 
continues on. “Along with a second empty flask that has the very pleasant aroma of acidic electro 
slimes.” 


Kaeya blinks in an indifferent manner. Though he could still be somewhat tipsy from the alcohol, 
Diluc is certain he acts like this on purpose, just like he had acted any other time someone tried to 
get him to see an issue in the past days . 


Diluc keeps going. “I never knew you were so interested in hard liquor, or so, enough to drink it on 
your own time.” 


Kaeya shrugs. “Yeah, well,” he breathes— and rather shakily too. “I’m expanding my horizons.” 
Diluc’s appalled at his answer. “You cannot be serious.” 


“T am serious,” Kaeya responds. Despite his words coming out as nonchalant, he still seems on- 
edge from his awakening. Diluc doesn’t know whether to comfort him further or to dig at him 
while his head is still cloudy enough to maybe slip his tongue. 


“Kaeya, do you not see how this—” 
A knock sounds five times, firm but rhythmic, at the front door downstairs. It’s Jean, Diluc thinks. 


“T should get that,” Kaeya grunts, lifting himself off of the bed. 


After Kaeya clips his belt back on, Diluc follows him closely down the stairs, preparing to do 
something in case he misses a step, but Kaeya makes it down safely enough. As soon as he reaches 
to open the door, Diluc is standing just a few feet back, peering over his shoulder to make sure that 
Jean can see him. 


“Mornin’, Kaeya!” 
Except it’s not Jean. 
“Oh— did I in’errupt something?” 


“No, you’re not interrupting anything,” Kaeya tells the eccentric girl. Diluc doesn’t recognize her 
at all. 


Diluc begins to speak. “Actually we—” 


Kaeya steps aside and puts a firm hand on Diluc’s shoulder. “Xinyan, you haven’t met Diluc, have 
you?” 


Diluc tries not to wince in pain. Kaeya’s fingers seem to be drilling into the bones of his shoulder. 


The girl— Xinyan— gives him an astonished smile. “I see, this is the famous Wine Man of 
Mondstadt,” she muses. Xinyan sticks out her hand. “The name’s Xinyan. Pleasure to meet ya 
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“Likewise,” Diluc returns tentatively, reaching out to shake her hand. 


Kaeya’s grip on his shoulder loosens slightly, but he doesn’t let go just yet. 


“Right!” Xinyan says as she swings her backpack off of her shoulders. Diluc thinks he hears the 
faint sound of drums as she pulls open the drawstring. 


“Here.” Xinyan thrusts a three pack of bottled-somethings out her bag and holds them out towards 
Kaeya. He unhinges his hand to take them in his arm while Diluc glares at the bottles in an attempt 
to read the labels. In what he can make out from his broken Liyuen he reads VIOLET BLISS! , a 
beverage he’s never heard of in his life. 


“Oh my, thank you, Xinyan,” Kaeya says, forcing (at least from what Diluc can tell) a smile at 
her. 


Xinyan, noticing Diluc’s piqued interest, sighs. “I woulda brought more if I knew you had a friend 
over...” she moans. 


“Tt’s alright,” Kaeya assures. “I’m not greedy. I hope you didn’t come all the way here to bring me 
these though.” 


Xinyan shakes her head. “Nah, but I made sure that I had some for you when I came down. 
Bennett is going to introduce me to this musical girl he knows in a little while,” she explains 
excitedly. 


“Ah.” 


Thankfully, Kaeya wraps up their conversation quickly, and once the door is closed, he begins 
walking away. 


Diluc is quick to ask, “What are those drinks?” 


“They’re from this little shop in the countryside of Liyue,” Kaeya responds as he paces down the 
hallway. 


Diluc follows after him. “You have friends that buy alcohol for you? Did you bribe her?” he 
questions. 


Kaeya stops at the entrance to his kitchen and turns to face Diluc, his mouth twisted with vexation. 
“This isn’t alcohol, you meathead. Why would I have a sixteen year old bring that shit to my own 
house?” he asks before walking into his kitchen. 


“You should watch your language,” Diluc grumbles, feeling rather humiliated. 


“Fuck, shit, ass,” Kaeya mutters, placing the package of “not-alcohol” into one of his cooling 
cupboards. He faces Diluc. “Fuck, shit, ass,” he repeats before taking a breath. “And... breasts. 
Huge breasts.” 


“Are you done?” 


Kaeya closes the cupboard. “Mayb—” he stumbles on his feet as he takes a step backwards, 
ending up gripping onto the counter for support, ““—e.” 


Diluc stares at him apprehensively. “Are you feeling alright?” 
“T haven’t eaten a real meal in— Ah, you know what—?” 
“Don’t.” 


Kaeya straightens himself. “Don't what? I’m fine. You wouldn’t get it,” he says, crossing the 
kitchen to where Diluc’s unpoured cup of coffee had been left. “Aw, you made me coffee?” 


Diluc steps after him. “Get what, Kaeya? What is there to get?” he demands. 


Kaeya pours the coffee into the mug. “What are you talking about?” he asks. His high inflection is 
a clear indicator that he’s dismissing Diluc’s question on purpose. 


“That’s all you’ ve been saying to Jean and I. ‘ You two wouldn’t understand.’ ‘You’re wrong. I’m 
fine—“ he takes the mug from Kaeya’s hands before he can bring it to his lips. “Don’t drink that on 
an empty stomach,” Diluc scolds. 


Kaeya sends him a peeved glare, letting himself lean against the sink behind him. “I can’t tell you 
everything about me, Diluc,” he says. 


Diluc sets the mug aside and crosses his arms. “Why?” he asks. “Why not?” 


“T think you’re capable of answering that question yourself,” Kaeya almost chuckles, then he 
winces, and lifts a hand from the counter to press against his forehead. A soft light blue glow emits 
from his palm. 


“T am just saying,” Diluc says more softly now. “I will never be able to understand if you don’t tell 
me anything at all.” 


“T can’t,” says Kaeya. 
“You can trust me” 


“T can’t tell you what you want to know.” 


“That doesn’t make any sense—” 


“What part of ‘I can’t’ do you not understand?” Kaeya snaps, standing up from the sink. They 
stand face to face to each other, one glaring and the other staring back in stupefaction. “I would tell 
you more if I could, but J. can’t.” Kaeya lets out an exasperated sigh before reaching out his hand 
across Diluc, directly towards the cup of coffee he had just set aside. 


Diluc seizes Kaeya’s wrist and narrows his gaze at him 

“Why don’t you trust me?” 

Kaeya looks at him. “Let go of me,” he utters through his teeth. 

“Why?” Diluc pleads helplessly. It feels like his heart is tearing in his chest. “Please, tell me.” 
“ Let go of me,” Kaeya says sharply. 


Diluc tries not to panic as he realizes there’s a fearful haze in Kaeya’s glare. Quickly, he releases 
Kaeya’s wrist as his heart begins to thump against his ribs. Kaeya quickly turns to face the sink and 
braces himself against the rim. Diluc can see his shoulders shake along with loud, staggered 
breathing from him. It almost sounds like he’s crying. 


Diluc turns his back on him as a harsh buzzing overcomes his head. He feels dizzy. 


What the hell had he just done to his self-proclaimed brother just now? He had scared him. He had 
scared Kaeya when he could have— should have comforted him instead. If only he has taken the 
time to think through everything. If only he could act like he cares just a little more. 


Only a minute later, there’s knocking at the door again, and Diluc manages to go and answer it 
while Kaeya stays back to attempt to calm himself down. This time it’s Jean at Kaeya’s doorstep. 


“What’s going on?” Jean asks right away when seeing Diluc. 


“T found him passing out last night,” he answers. The words seem to ooze out of his mouth as his 
lack of sleep overcomes him in the bright sunlight. 


“You look like you haven’t slept a wink last night,” Jean comments softly. 


Diluc just gives an absent shrug. He is still very caught up in what had happened mere seconds 
ago. 


“Is Kaeya awake?” she asks, and right on cue his voice sounds from behind Diluc. 
“Good morning, Jean.” 


Diluc looks at him, unbothered by his own apologetic and concerned frown. Kaeya isn’t smiling 
like he had expected him to be. He isn’t masking his annoyance or agitation with the coy smirk he 
had been giving them for the past two days. His expression is ambiguous, reading anger, fear, and 
a gaze that is more distant than present. Both brothers are showing signs that give Jean the 
indication that something serious had happened before she had arrived. 


“T hope you know I’m not leaving until I hear an explanation,” Jean says gently. 
Diluc steps aside, and so does Kaeya. 


In Kaeya’s living room, Diluc gives Jean the details of the night before, though he struggles to hear 


himself clearly with anxious thoughts and the calling for sleep pounding against his skull. Kaeya 
folds himself into a square shaped chair by the diminished fireplace, dazing into the ceiling as 
Diluc gives Jean his recounting. Kaeya doesn’t say a word throughout all of this, not even when 
Diluc is painfully truthful about the instance that had occurred after Xinyan had arrived. 


Jean notices this and glances at him one Diluc finishes his explanation. “Would you like to add 
anything, Kaeya?” 


Kaeya moves his head against the armrest to look at her. “No,” he says quietly. He doesn’t seem to 
be all there, and this buries Diluc further into his guiltiness. 


“Nothing at all?” Jean questions, forcing a neutral expression. 


“T trust that Diluc has told the truth this far,” Kaeya mutters weakly. He lifts a hand up to his face, 
and Diluc can see that his fingers shake before he encloses them into a fist. “Not really up for a 
lecture right now. Sorry.” 


“That’s fine,” Jean says. She looks at Diluc with a face that his brain is too sleep deprived to read 
correctly. It feels like he’s being rebuked by her, which is probably what he deserves. “Would you 
like to sleep? P’ll stay here and look after him,” she offers. 


Despite Diluc’s eyelids being practically forced open, his nerves are tense, and he isn’t sure if he 
actually wants to fall asleep or not. “He needs to eat,” Diluc states feebly. 


“T will make sure he eats,” Jean says carefully. “I will keep an eye on him at all times. You need to 
sleep.” 


“Home is too far,” Diluc points out 
“You can sleep here,” Kaeya says. “I don’t mind.” 
Diluc perks up slightly. “You don’t have to do that.” 


Kaeya glances at him. “Don’t make me change my mind.” 


Diluc didn’t think he would be able to fall asleep. Kaeya’s guest room is the closest to the stairs, so 
he could hear bits and pieces of what went on in the floor below him. But eventually the urge to 
sleep overwhelmed his attentiveness, and the last thing he had heard was Jean insisting for Kaeya 
to eat some food. 


He isn’t sure how long he has slept when he wakes up, but it doesn’t feel long enough. His head 
hurts and his stomach is heavy, but the least thing he wants to do is go back to sleep. Diluc sits up 
in bed as the sounds of the world slowly begin to check in. 


There’s a softer feminine voice murmuring next door that doesn’t sound like Jean. He doesn’t 
know what she’s saying, but he’s out of bed right away and moving towards the voice. 


“T’m right here.” 


“T need to go back.” 


“Tt’s okay. Do you see my hands?” 
“T don’t care about your hands. I don’t. I don’t care! You have to— You have to let me go.” 
“We are safe. You’re with me. Lisa. I’m your friend.” 


With his blood running cold, Diluc is drawn into Kaeya’s room where Lisa stands with her delicate 
hands lifted in front of a defensive looking Kaeya. Instantly, Diluc can sense that something is very 
very wrong. 


“What’s going on?” Diluc asks, unable to peel his eyes off of Kaeya. 


Lisa turns her head, a solemn expression upon her lips. “Jean left for work. She briefly told me 
what’s been going on after she sent one of the patrol guards for me,” she says, lowering her hands 
and averting her eyes back on Kaeya who’s now got his attention on Diluc. “I think it’s psychosis, 
but... [ have never seen this from him before,” she whispers nervously.. 


Diluc can hardly respond. “Neither have I.” 
Kaeya’s staring into his soul. “Diluc?” he asks. 
A chill crawls down his spine. “Yes?” 


“Diluc?” Kaeya says again, walking past Lisa to approach Diluc’s front. “Do you understand 
now?” 


“Understand what?” Diluc utters hoarsely. 


“They took my sister. Do you get it?” He’s gazing at him with a wide, horrified eye. Diluc notices 
a sheen of sweat crowning his forehead. 


Feeling nauseous, Diluc replies, “Your sister?” 


“My sister, Diluc,” Kaeya echos much too clearly. “Eyril.” Now his voice is breaking. “They took 
her right in front of me.” 


Diluc glances at Lisa who returns a disturbed frown. Lisa almost says something before Kayea 
grabs onto Diluc’s shoulders. 


“Please. I need a drink. Let me,” he begs. “Only one, I promise.” His revealed eye is glossy and 
dilated; underneath the eyepatch Diluc swears he can see a hint of glowing blue emerging from the 
leather 


To Lisa, Diluc whispers, “Get water.” 


Lisa gives an understanding nod and rushes out of the room. 


Chapter End Notes 


OooO more stuff about Kaeya. We are nearing the climax of this story (I think, at 
least. Sometime in the next or two chapters), so expect "more fun things" from 
here on out. 


P.S the beta read of this chapter was rushed so please feel free to point out any 
grammar or continuity(?) mistakes! 


Check me out on Twitter! @_somniloquist 


Chapter 9 


Chapter Notes 


I didn't beta read this time because I'm lazy, but I'll come back to editing within the 
next couple of days. Just a heads up! Still correct me though, please lol 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 
Somehow Diluc has the mental strength to cooperate with Kaeya’s paranoia, and he gets him to sit 
on his bed despite his begs to go drink something. 
“T can’t do this— I can’t do this. I swear, one glass. I swear it on my life.” 


He had been near tears saying that to Diluc. He looked so desperate and panicked that he had 
nearly considered it, but he instantly remembered last night and gently but clearly, he tells Kaeya 
he can’t do that for him. 


A short time later, Lisa returns with the glass of water that had been asked for by Diluc. 


“T would offer healing magic,” Lisa says gently, handing Diluc the water, “but they say it will 
usually do more harm than good when it comes to restoring one’s mentality. I sincerely apologize.” 


“Thank you, Lisa,” is all Diluc can say. 


Lisa has the foresight to excuse herself from the room right after, which Diluc is thankful for 
because it saves the awkwardness of having to ask her himself. Although Lisa is one of the very 
few people in Mondstadt he can trust with keeping a secret like this, this moment now is much too 
private for any second listeners. Even Diluc feels as if he shouldn’t be listening to what Kaeya tells 
him, as it’s likely he would not have revealed these things if he had been more aware of what he 
was saying. 


“Drink some water,” Diluc commands quietly, holding the glass near Kaeya. He’s sitting beside 
Diluc on the bed with his head bowed and his hands clenching and unclenching his bangs in slow 
intervals, but he pauses when spoken to. 


“Ts it spiked?” Kaeya asks. Diluc can’t tell if he's trying to joke around or if this is a hopeful 
question. It sounds like both. 


“No,” he answers simply. 


Kaeya inhales then lowers his hands. “I can still see her face so clearly,” he whispers chillingly, 
closing his eye. 


The water Diluc holds wavers in the air. He nearly bites his tongue before asking under his breath, 
“Ts she... alive still?” 


“They made me watch her die,” is Kaeya’s reply. 


“T’m sorry.” 


Kaeya doesn’t say anything, and he instead calmly plants a hand to his mouth. Diluc’s ready to 
grab the wastebasket he had left by the desk chair, however, Kaeya then takes the water from his 
hand and drinks a mouthful of it. After a short while, he hands the glass back to Diluc when he’s 
finished drinking from it. 


“You know,” Kaeya begins, side eyeing Diluc. “I don’t think ve been completely sober in over 
four years.” 


A lump forms at the back of Diluc’s throat. Four years is a very specific segment of time, and he 
can’t help but believe that the event of their falling out had something to do with this. With 
disbelief, Diluc manages, “Are you sure?” 


“Maybe not,” Kaeya murmurs, looking ahead. “Maybe more around three years. I’m not a heavy 
drinker in that way—” 


Diluc wonders where all of this honesty is coming from. 


“but, I can’t remember the last time I’ve gone over two days without having a drink of some 
kind.” When he’s saying this a minuscule but noticeable frown forms on his lips. 


Diluc hesitates to ask, “Do you think you have a problem?” 
“T don’t know,” Kaeya stutters. “It’s too complicated to talk about. I just— can’t.” 


Diluc frowns, gazing at Kaeya who doesn’t hide his terror and confusion. Though he’s reeling 
back into reality, he’s still got a ways to go. 


“Tf I talk about it—” Kaeya mumbles, floating a hand to rub his right temple, “—T’Il be putting you 
in danger. More danger than I’ve already put you in.” 


The words seem to spill from his lips. “Do you think the same people who took your sister would 
come for me as well?” Diluc asks, his words barely a whisper. 


Kaeya goes pale and his shoulders hunch upwards. He doesn’t answer Diluc but from his 
mannerisms, Diluc can tell what Kaeya wants to say. Wringing his fingers into the edge of the 
mattress, Kaeya looks down and lets out a ragged breath. 


“T can’t talk about this anymore.” 


Diluc nods silently. Without another word, he lifts a warmed hand and lays it upon Kaeya’s back. 


Soon enough, Kaeya asks for some time alone and Diluc doesn’t berate him for it. Kaeya, noting 
Diluc’s worry when asking this from him, tells Diluc he won’t do anything harmful while he’s 
away. Well, Diluc doesn’t believe it when Kaeya says this and of course Kaeya can see this in him, 
so Kaeya assures that he will be called if he feels himself start to slip away. This calms Diluc a 
little because in all honesty, the feeling of being accounted for by someone gives him this sort of 
strange peace. But as said, it is just enough calming for Diluc to allow Kaeya the space he needs 
without worry eating away at his insides. He is still uneasy about the fact that knowing Kaeya, he 
could probably be manipulating him in some way he can’t recognize, or that there’s the possibility 


that he won’t have enough time to call Diluc if he needs help. These concerns keep him alert as he 
goes downstairs where Lisa emerges from the living room entrance. Diluc had completely 
forgotten about her presence in Kaeya’s house,so her appearance startles him briefly. 


“How is he?” Lisa asks, reaching out to lay a sympathetic hand on Diluc’s arm. 


“He wanted some time to himself,” Diluc says, which doesn’t really answer Lisa’s question, but 
she doesn’t press further. 


“T’m sorry if I have overstayed my welcome,” Lisa says genuinely, following Diluc down the hall. 
“T wanted to make sure you two were alright, or if you needed me to retrieve help.” 


“It’s okay,” Diluc responds. He appreciates her thought process, and frankly, he probably would 
have been irritated if she had just left without saying anything. 


“And, Diluc,” she continues as they enter the kitchen. 

He turns to face Lisa who gazes at him with tentative eyes. 

“There are some things you should know about what had happened before you woke up...” 
Diluc’s mouth goes dry. “Yes?” 

“I’m not sure if this is of any importance, but... he asked me about his father,” Lisa says. 
“What?” Diluc chokes. 


Lisa nods. “Yes. He asked me where he was. I told him he was away, and he didn’t ask again.” She 
sighs softly at Diluc’s stiff gaze. “I won’t ask if you know anything about why he asked this, but do 
keep what I say in mind for whenever you speak with him again. Is he asleep?” 


“No,” he says through his shock. 


“T would stay near if I were you,” she says, giving a tender smile. “He might need you again, and 
you appear to be the only one out of us and Jean who can bring him some sort of safety. ’'m 
extremely sorry for not waking you sooner.” 


Diluc doesn't know what to say. Safe? It’s one thing for someone to consider him “safe’’, but it’s 
gravely unfathomable to be saying this when referring to Kaeya. There is no way that this can be 
true. Lisa is likely only saying this to get him to forgive her for not waking him when Kaeya had 
begun to disassociate. 


Lisa speaks again, tilting her head at him as the bell on her hat jingles. “You didn’t realize?” she 
asks. 


Diluc furrows his brows. “Realize what?” 


“Almost as soon as you walked in, he gradually began coming back into the world,” she points out. 
“You don’t think that was coincidental?” 


“That’s preposterous.” 


“Tt’s not so out of the ordinary, Diluc,” she says calmly, walking across the kitchen to receive a 
glass from a shelf. “Why did you think he let you stay over?” Lisa asks. 


“He’s not rude to his guests. He was just being kind,” Diluc insists. 


Lisa scans the bottom cabinets as she continues speaking. “Well, it really isn’t my place to say, I 
suppose. I had only been brought here to keep an eye on him, so I don’t know much about what’s 
been going on. You being around him so long must mean your judgement is far better than 
mine...” she trails, bending down in front of a cabinet to the right of the sink. 


Diluc thinks about what had happened days ago when he found Kaeya at Daduapa Gorge. How he 
had gone from being dissociated to being somewhat attentive when Diluc had arrived. He thinks 
about how Kaeya had told him about his cursed eye, the one he’d been hiding from the world all 
these years, and now Diluc is the first and only to know about it. He remembers how Kaeya hadn’t 
tried to hide when Diluc had found him by the gates of Mondstadt less than twenty four hours ago, 
and how even though he had triggered an anxiety attack fromKaeya early today, he did still want 
Diluc around. 


Lisa’s voice brings him out of his lengthy daze. “He still has all of these good wines, eh?” she 
mumbles to herself. 


Diluc peers over her shoulder into what appears to be a liquor cabinet. There’s only room for about 
sixteen or so bottles split between two shelves, but it’s all mostly wine from what Diluc can tell. 


“If you wanted a drink you could have just asked.” 


Diluc turns around where Kaeya, who obviously didn’t take the time to hide the fact that he’d been 
crying, raises an eyebrow at them. 


“Tt’s unkind to drink around alcoholics,” Lisa says flippantly, her head nearly all the way inside his 
cabinet. 


Diluc’s jaw drops at her directness and Kaeya just gives a petulant smirk as he waits for Lisa to 
continue talking. Finally, she stands up and holds a bottle by her head. 


“Vodka?” Lisa quizzes.. 

“Snezhnaya,” Kaeya replies. 

“You go often?” she asks. 

Kaeya smiles, squinting his eye in blatant irritation. “I’ve got a friend.” 


“How kind,” she hums, returning to put the bottle back where she found it. Lisa rummages around 
some more, enough time to just barely get Kaeya or Diluc to voice their annoyance or confusion, 
before standing up again. “I guess I should leave, shouldn’t I?” she asks. 


Kaeya flicks his fingers off of his cross arms. “You’re not going to have a drink?” 
“No,” Lisa answers as she picks up her empty glass. “You didn’t have what I was looking for.” 


After putting away the glass, Lisa gives them her typical flirtatious grin before exiting the kitchen. 
“Jean said she will return in a couple of hours. Stay put!” 


Diluc and Kaeya give their awkward goodbyes as they follow her to the front door. She gives a 
final wave before leaving the house, then Kaeya shuts the door. 


“Weird lady,” Kaeya huffs. 


Diluc can’t help but ask. “Are you okay?” 


“Yeah,” he says. “I just needed to think about something.” 


Diluc hesitates for a moment before following Kaeya up the stairs. He presses his lips together as 
he recounts Lisa’s words. Being some type of comfort to Kaeya still made absolutely no sense to 
him. And the thing about his father... 


“Kaey—” 


“Hold on,” Kaeya suddenly says, turning around to face him at the top of the stairs. “I’m so sorry. 
I’ve kept you from eating for the past twelve hours, haven't I?” 


Diluc hadn’t realized his stomach’s cry for help until brought up. This never happens with him, but 
he’s definitely not concerned about himself right now. However, he cannot deny that he really 
needs to get some food inside of him now. 


“I— I guess so. It’s mostly my fault for not listening to my own body,” Diluc insists, briefly 
brushing a hand over his aching abdomen. Yikes. He is starving. The last time he ate something 
meaningful was around 6pm yesterday, and it has been just under twenty hours since then. 


“You can take something from my pantry, since I know you’re probably not going to leave,” 
Kaeya offers. 


“Do you want me to bring you anything?” Diluc asks, feeling a bit awkward. 
“No thanks. I’m still a little queasy from last night,” he says, rubbing his chest absently. 


Shoulders tense at the memory, Diluc, with an unintentional pleading tone, suggests Kaeya to 
come downstairs with him. Likely because he doesn't have the patience for arguing, Kaeya obliges 
and follows him all the way back downstairs and to the dining room where he waits for Diluc to 
return with something for him to eat. 


“Good choice. I’ve been trying to get rid of those for ages.” 


Diluc gives him a confused look as he sits across from him. These are the same spots they had sat 
moments before Kaeya had shoved him out of the house that evening a few days ago. Diluc, 
remembering this, is considerably nervous now. 


“These?” Diluc asks. “What’s wrong with them?” 


“Nothing,” Kaeya says. He looks drowsy and a bit sedated, but he seems to be recovering from his 
episode from earlier today. “It’s just a bitter pastry in general. I think you and three other people I 
know are the only ones that like that stuff. Bennett even described it to me as ‘old people food’,” 
he chuckles half heartedly, setting his head in his hand. 


Diluc gazes at him indecisively before wordlessly going into his ‘old people’ pastry of choice. 
“You can talk to me, you know,” Kaeya mentions quietly. “I can tell you want to say something.” 
“T really do not want to trouble you with my prying.” 

“You’re killing me, man.” Kaeya yawns. “Just say it.” 

Diluc closes his eyes. “Lisa told me— you asked about your father.” 


Kaeya furrows his brow. “Your father?” he asks. 


“ Yours ,” Diluc corrects, immediately regretting his choice of conversation topic. 


Kaeya scoffs with disbelief. ““That’s ridiculous. I’ve hated that man since he sent me away after my 
sis—” he stops himself as if he said something wrong. 


Diluc feels like he’s playing with fire. “... Your sister?” 

“Yeah,” Kaeya says distractedly. 

Only after eating half of his slice of bread-cake, Diluc’s lost all interest in eating. 

“Sorry... ve never talked about my family before,” he says, shaking himself out of his daze. 
“Are you willing to talk more about them?” Diluc asks warily. 


“Thinking about them makes me nauseous. I don’t like it,” Kaeya mutters. “But, I no longer think 
it'll be smart to keep all of this information to myself... There might come a day where you— or 
someone— will need to know this stuff.” Before Diluc can get a chance to question him, Kaeya 
folds his arms across the table and says, “Eyril was older than me.” 


“By how much?” Diluc asks, willing himself to take another bite of food. 


“By five years. Mo— my mother, widowed and had me with my father,” Kaeya says, trailing his 
finger across the table. “Eyril was my half sister, but,” he chuckles rather humorlessly, “you know 
stuff like that doesn’t really mean anything. She was my sister, and that was that.” 


“You speak fondly of her,” Diluc comments. 


Kaeya shrugs, blinking slowly. “She was my best friend. My only friend too. Everyone in the tiny 
community of fallen Khaenri’ah feared my father’s kin, so most of the time it was me and Eyril.” 


“Really?” 


Kaeya sighs, a regrettable expression falling over his face. “Yeah. He dictated the thousand or so 
people that were there at the time, and I never really understood why so many people hated him 
until he sent me off,” he says, his gaze averting slightly as he speaks. 


Diluc raises his eyebrows, bewildered by the information he has just received. “Your father ruled 
over Khaenri’ah?” he asks, failing to hide the disbelief in his tone of voice. 


“Tf he’s still alive I don’t doubt his reign has ended yet,” Kaeya answers, shifting uncomfortably in 
his seat. “Though, it’s unlikely that he’s dead, because someone is bound to be searching for me. 
Either to kill me or for me to succeed him,” he adds, not looking at Diluc. 


Diluc takes great consideration of himself before replying. “Are you lying?” 
“Depends,” Kaeya says, giving him a strained grin. 

“Kaeya, I’m serious,” Diluc demands. “Are you going to succeed your father?” 
“Are you crazy?” Kaeya retorts. “I would rather be gutted alive than do that.” 


Diluc closes his eyes, exhaling as he leans back in the chair. Of course he would rather die instead. 
Why would he have expected another answer? Kaeya-- way too often for his own liking-- risks his 
life for the people of Mond on at least a monthly basis. Unless he’s the most clever person in 
Teyvat-- which Diluc isn’t even going to think about right now-- no sane person would face death 


as regularly as Kaeya for a nation who had abandoned him. 


“You promise me, Diluc.” Kaeya’s voice is sharp and sober. “That if I ever vow my life to 
Khaenri’ah or The Abyss, you will kill me.” 


Diluc’s stomach churns. “Don’t be so morbid.” 
“Promise me you will kill me,” Kaeya demands. 
“Kaeya...” 


Kaeya rubs a hand over his face. “Forget it. Forget it because it’s not going to happen,” he mutters. 
It sounds like he’s talking to himself more than he is to Diluc. “Ask me something else.” 


Diluc takes a deep breath as he struggles to muster his thoughts. His headspace is so loud, and he 
wants to keep talking about whatever the hell just happened, but he remembers what happens when 
he’s pushy. 


Kaeya wraps his hands behind his head as he waits for Diluc to give him something to talk away 
on. 


“What about your mother?” Diluc asks. His voice is low and cautious. He hopes this topic will 
help him, but now that it’s left his mouth, he immediately feels like backpedaling to something that 
could be less traumatizing. Kaeya, however, answers quickly. 


“She—’” Kaeya pauses to inhale, pressing his back against his chair. Diluc watches him 
apprehensively as he finishes the last bite of his bread. “She was a gracious soul. She loved me and 
my sister a lot, but I didn’t get to see her often because my father would train me nonstop.” 


Diluc doesn’t doubt this. When young Kaeya had insisted he was nourished and comfortable 
enough to work for the family, Crepus put his fighting skills that he apparently had to the test. 
Diluc had watched Kaeya practically tear up those training dummies his father had set up for him 
in an empty part of the property (it had still been too early in Kaeya’s arrival to introduce him to the 
knights). He was an incredible knife fighter-- and a dual wielder at that-- for just being nine, and 
his form, though quite obviously being a foreign art, was very quickly praised by Crepus. Even 
Diluc, who had been brought up to be a knight since the day he could walk, was a bit jealous of his 
skill. However, by the end of the session, both of them were excited to merge their fighting styles 
together in the future. Good times. 


“What did your mother think about your father sending you off?” 


“She didn’t say anything, but I could tell she was severely heartbroken about it,” Kaeya replies, 
forcing a blank look. “Eyril had died just a week before. Everything was so sudden.” 


Diluc's soul grows heavy as it receives Kaeya’s despair. “That’s terrible,” he murmurs. 
“Yeah,” Kaeya whispers. 


They’re both silent for some time, Kaeya staring down Diluc’s empty plate while Diluc considers 
Kaeya’s story as told so far. He honestly doesn’t know what to think of it. It is indeed a 
traumatizing one, and confusing as well, but for all of these memories coming back to haunt him 
years later after staying mostly dormant, it doesn’t make much sense. Diluc goes back to 
wondering if he really is Kaeya’s “safety” in some kind of way... No. No, that can’t be. Something 
has to be going on that he doesn’t know about yet. Especially with that whole “kill me” situation 


that happened just minutes ago. 


Then, without a warning, Kaeya darts from the table and in mere seconds Diluc can hear him 
throwing up into the sink. By the time Diluc can reach him, he’s got the water running and his 
back against the counter. Seeing his face, his hands go to the sides of Kaeya’s arms. 


“Are you alright?” 

“Dizzy,” Kaeya answers, reaching behind him to turn off the sink. 

“You drank something when I left,” Diluc says, keeping him steady. 

“No,” he denies. 

“You did something. You’re different,” Diluc demands, managing to keep his voice gentle. 


Kaeya squirms out of his grip. “I should probably bathe before Jean comes. I bet I smell 
atrocious,” he says as he shuffles out of the kitchen. 


Diluc exhales. He wishes Jean would come sooner to offer words of wisdom. 


Not long after Kaeya finishes cleaning himself up and after he asks Diluc if he had been standing in 
the hallway that entire time (he had) a knock sounds at the entry door downstairs. Quickly tucking 
his shirt in his pants, Kaeya goes downstairs to answer it. Diluc follows a few moments later, 
giving him some space as he descends the stairs 


Finally, Diluc thinks, Jean is here . He needs help. At the moment, he doesn't trust himself very 
well. His brain is still processing everything that Kaeya had said to him and frankly, he doesn't 
know what will happen when (or if) he manages to comprehend the truths of his words. He’s 
hesitant to even start a new conversation with Kaeya, seeming as he could also be near the brink of 
bursting in some kind of way. (He still is positive Kaeya is different, too. Not drunk per say, but 
something isn’t right). 


Diluc is about halfway down the stairs when Kaeya opens the door, and almost instantly he hears a 
small gasp come from him. 


Kaeya glares at him. “Are you responsible for this?” 
“For what?” Diluc asks, quickening his pace. 
In seconds, Diluc is peering over Kaeya’s shoulder and he cannot believe his eyes. 


On Kaeya’s doorstep are not one, not two, but four (three and a half?) people waiting to be let 
inside. 


Jean is in front and in the following stands Lumine and Paimon, Lisa, and-- from what Diluc 
recalls from uncanny descriptions-- all the way from the Golden House is Childe who raises his 
eyebrows expectantly. 


“T hope you don’t mind the guests,” Jean says. “Our honorary knight had mentioned Diluc had 
spoken with her the other day when I told her you couldn’t be at work today. I figured it would be 
unfair of me to come alone.” 


“T just happened to be hanging around. I hope you don't mind either,” Childe adds. 


Diluc looks over at Kaeya who seems to have gone speechless. 


This is going to be very interesting. 


Chapter End Notes 


I keep forgetting to thank everyone for the kudos! I can't believe we've passed 600. 
That's incredible, and I'm very glad people are enjoying what I write. So thank you 
thank you thank you! 


I've got finals for the next couple of weeks so updates might be scarce. That's mostly 
why I ended this one on a more lighthearted note ahaha 


What are we thinking of Kaeya's past? Let me know if something I write doesn't make 
sense for his canon self or just in general. I love hearing suggestions so please don't 
hold back from questioning, adding on, or voicing concern. :) 


Twitter: @_somniloquist 


Chapter 10 
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“Tm upset with you, Jean.” 
“Don’t be upset! ” Jean whispers. “They’re— we are all worried about you.” 
Kaeya scoffs. “You couldn’t have told them I was sick or something?” 


“Tt’s a different kind of worry, Kaeya. I wouldn’t have let them come with me if they had just been 
wondering where you were,” Jean argues. “Plus, I’m not here to interrogate you.” 


Diluc and Jean are standing with Kaeya in his kitchen while the other guests wait in his living 
room. Upon reluctantly letting them inside, Kaeya had dragged the two of them to the opposite end 
of his house to voice his displeasure. Diluc can’t say he’s joyful with the extra company, but... 


“Maybe this might be good for you,” Diluc murmurs apprehensively. 


Kaeya glares at him. His eye softens for a moment as if he is considering Diluc’s point of view, but 
then he shakes his head. 


“No,” Kaeya says to Jean. “I want them out of my house. Everyone. Including you.” He looks at 
Diluc. “And you too, since apparently you want to take sides with Jean,” he adds harshly. 


“Tm not doing that,” Diluc says calmly. 


“Will you at least convince them that you are fine?” Jean pleas, glancing at the entryway of the 
kitchen. 


Kaeya tilts his chin back and groans. “You guys are ridiculous,” he sighs before walking forward. 


On the way out he knocks shoulders with Diluc, and whether it’s on purpose or not, he can’t tell, 
but Jean whispers to him, “Did he drink while I left? Do you know?” 


And Diluc just shrugs because he really doesn’t know, but the possibility is there. Jean nods, then 
goes to exit the kitchen as well with Diluc following behind. 


“Okay, everyone,” Kaeya announces as he walks into his living room. “I am okay. I am fine. 
Thank you for your concern, but I am fine.” 


The room is quiet for a moment. Lumine is sitting on the end of the couch with Paimon floating by 
her shoulder, they both glance at each other with expressions that show disbelief and perplexity. 
Lisa is on the other end of the couch raising an eyebrow at Kaeya. Childe, in all of his red-head, 
unkempt suiting glory is in the chair by the fireplace, elbows on his thighs and fingers pressed 
together. He gazes up at Kaeya with a solemn expression. 


“T’m not fine,” he says. 
Kaeya narrows his gaze at him. “You’re not fine?” he questions. 


“Yeah. I’m worried about you,” Childe answers, leaning back in his seat. “You need an 
intervention.” 


Jean’s eyes go wide. “That’s not why we—* 


Kaeya coughs a laugh. “You better be joking, Tartaglia,” he says, voice threatening and 
unexpectedly sharp. Diluc and Jean share a confused and frightened look before Childe responds. 


“T’m not,” Childe responds, appearing to be unfazed by Kaeya’s ominous tones. “We all have seen 
you troubled in one way or another, so it’s about time we bring it to your attention,” he says, 
sweeping his hands in front of him to address the rest of the room. 


Jean brings her hands to her face. Diluc can only assume she’s regretting bringing this strange guy 
into Kaeya’s house on her own terms. 


“T don’t really know what we’re addressing specifically, to be honest,” Lumine admits quietly. 


Childe frowns suddenly, his posture faltering as he looks at Lumine. Softly he begins to speak, 
“You don’t know about—?” 


“Okay!” Kaeya interrupts loudly. “I think ve heard enough. I’m tired and I’m going to bed. If you 
want an interview, send the Ordo’s journalists after me. Good night and—” 


Diluc places a palm on his chest as he attempts to leave the room, which causes Kaeya to stumble 
slightly. Bizarrely, he wants to hear more from Childe and what Kaeya might say about what he 
says. He can’t leave now. 


They stare each other down for a few seconds before Diluc quietly and pointedly tells him, 
“Leaving isn’t going to help anything.” 


Lisa is already up from her seat, and is standing behind Kaeya with her natural frivolous smile on 
her face. “Take my spot,” she offers. 


Kaeya opens his mouth like he’s going to say something to her but he quickly decides against it, 
moving over to the far side of the couch to where Lisa had been sitting. After practically falling 
into the cushions, Kaeya sets his head in his hand, already looking annoyed. Diluc now feels rather 
guilty about getting him to stick around, but he’s immensely curious for what his eccentric friend 
has to say. 


Jean clears her throat. “Kaeya, we are concerned about you. You’ ve helped us, and now we are 
going to help you,” she states tentatively. It looks like she’s heavily anticipating the room— mostly 
Childe— and what they will have to say. Diluc is confident she’ Il shut everything down once 
something gets too intense, but he also is prepared to step in as well. 


Lumine and Paimon are the first to nod at Jean’s words. 


“Mhm! We always are looking for ways to help those who help us,” Paimon says, which causes 
Kaeya to cringe slightly. 


“This is really unnecessary, guys,” Kaeya says uneasily. 


“Come on, comrade,” Childe says. “Take some time to listen to your friends’ concerns.” He looks 
at the two partners on the couch. “Lumine, you go first.” 


Kaeya scowls at Childe as the girl a seat away from him speaks. 


“Well... I don’t really know much about what’s really going on,” Lumine begins. “But everyone 
here is very worried about you, and you’re practically my best friend, so I would hate to not be able 


to help out. I don’t like seeing you upset, which I’ve kind of been sensing for a while now,” she 
adds meekly. 


This causes Kaeya’s hard look to fall a little, and for a second, Diluc thinks Kaeya feels bad for 
causing his favorite traveling partner concern with the look he gives her. 


“Thank you, Lumine,” Childe says with an introspective inflection. 


Jean inhales, clearly irritated with the fact that this guy is leading this conversation. She doesn’t say 
anything though, as Childe is quick to continue talking. 


“Librarian lady, you are next.” Childe holds out a hand towards Lisa who is standing to the left of 
Diluc. 


“That’s Lisa,” Jean corrects. 

“Lisa?” Childe asks. “Ohh! So you’re the one that Kaeya complai—” 

“Let’s stay on topic,” Kaeya interrupts. “Please.” 

Childe puts his hands up defensively. 

Diluc can’t hold it in anymore. “Why are you here?” he asks. 

Childe glances around the room before meeting Diluc’s gaze. He points to his chest. “Me?” 


“Yes, you,” Diluc says. “Why would someone who shouldn’t— doesn't— get along with Kaeya be 
present in this discussion?” 


“We get along just fine,” Childe replies. “I’m not sure why you would think otherwise.” 


Diluc glances over at the couch where Lumine looks horribly ridden with confusion while Kaeya 
uncomfortably repositions himself on the couch. 


“Kaeya?” Diluc questions. 


“Can we just get this conversation going?” Kaeya groans, positioning his head between his thumb 
and his pointer fingers. 


Diluc sighs through his nose. He’s somewhat irritated now. It’s obvious that there’s something 
between Kaeya and Childe that they’re deliberately hiding and it’s really getting on his nerves. 
However he doesn’t say anything yet, as he still has some interest left to see what the room wants 
to say about Kaeya. 


“T think you know why I’m concerned about you,” Lisa says, and Kaeya shrugs in a way that 
answers “Yeah.” Lisa reaches a hand inside the top of her corset, baffling the room as she speaks 
her next words, “With my mediocre pickpocketing skills, it’s already concerning enough that you 
didn’t feel my touch when I retrieved this from the cuff of your sleeve just a minute ago....” 


Diluc watches closely as she pulls a small linen pouch into the air. There’s nothing abnormal about 
it, but Kaeya’s already cowering into his hands in a shameful manner, a very rare form of 
expression from him, so it raises Diluc’s alertness significantly. 


“Thank Barbatos,” Lisa begins, tapping the opening of the pouch on her hand, “that it’s not 
anything you could hurt yourself too much with, but I really do not like that you carry these 
around.” 


The entire room aside from Kaeya is squinting Lisa’s hand, attempting to make out the small 
objects that patterned the violet of her glove. Only Jean and Diluc are close enough to see that these 
are tablets of some kind. A type of medication or pain relief. Jarred, Diluc fixes his gaze on the 
distressed culprit. 


“Paimon doesn’t understand,” Paimon says, craning her small neck to see Lisa’s hand. 
“How long have you been taking these?” Jean asks sharply. 


Kaeya removes his head from his hands and leans back in his seat, looking up to the ceiling. “Only 
since me and Diluc went to Liyue.” 


“You were in Liyue?” Childe asks. “With Diluc?” 
“Wait, what?’ Paimon exclaims. 


Diluc remembers now. He remembers Kaeya acting so strangely that morning at the inn, and he 
had insisted he hadn’t drank anything when asked about. Well, he hadn’t, but Diluc can’t believe 
how deceived he had been. And today he had noticed a difference in Kaeya’s mannerisms, and 
now he had an answer to all of these added atrocities going on— not thanks to Kaeya’s so-called 
‘honesty’, but to Lisa’s observation skills during Kaeya’s period of inattention. 


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Diluc demands on impulse. 
“Kaeya, what’s going on?” Lumine asks quietly. 


Kaeya closes his eye. “Will you all let me breathe for one second?” he pleads under his breath. 
“Don’t make this a bigger deal than it needs to be.” 


“No,” Diluc says, his chest feeling like fire. Kaeya has manipulated him once again, and he is 
appalled by the fact that he couldn’t see it. He hates it. “No. I’m not going through this cycle of 
denial and you convincing me to be kind until I find out something else. Perhaps making this a big 
deal will help us move forward a little.” 


Kaeya sneers at him. “I can’t believe you’re saying this to me right now.” 


“T can’t believe you’ ve been lying to me for the past five days,” Diluc says fiercely. “That you’ ve 
made me believe I’ve been helping you when I haven’t been.” 


Jean looks at Diluc with worried eyes. “Diluc,” she warns. 
“Oh,” Kaeya moans. “You are really pissing me off right now. Do you know that?” 


“Let’s not fight, you two,” Lisa says placidly, enclosing the pills in her fist. “It is my fault for 
finding these, anyway.” 


Diluc clenches his jaw. His mind fizzes as he attempts to figure out what’s making him so upset. Is 
the fact that Kaeya had been lying to him yet again, or the fact that he couldn’t see it? That Kaeya 
and the flaky, ginger Fatui member are “getting along” when he knows Kaeya too has a strong 
dislike for said group? The disbelief that Lumine, Kaeya’s number one traveling partner couldn’t 
see anything, or moreso, that Kaeya had been sneaky with her too? Maybe it’s all of this and the 
fact that Diluc hates that he still doesn’t understand what’s happening to his brother. 


The room is silent for some time, and the tension in the air is heavy and unbearably thick. Diluc is 
glaring into his thoughts and Jean stands still, allowing the silence for thoughts of her own and 


others. Lisa gazes thoughtfully at her enclosed fist while Lumine stares into her lap, a sad 
expression tinting hers and her little guide’s faces. Kaeya grimaces into the near distance while 
Childe glances between him and Diluc with a look that no longer has any ounce of smugness left. 


For the first time ever, Paimon says something smart. “Paimon thinks we should leave,” she 
whispers to Lumine. 


Lumine rubs two fingers against the corner of her eyes and looks at Kaeya. He returns a remorseful 
frown. “I’m sorry,” he mouths. 


Lumine just nods and stands up from the couch. As Diluc steps aside to let her through the 
archway, she glances at him with a sorrowful look he can’t read. Neither of the two say anything 
before exiting, which is quite telling given that both of them never leave situations on a cold note. 


“Thank you for finding these, Lisa,” Jean finally says. She crosses her arms and looks at Kaeya 
who half heartedly returns the attention. “Kaeya, I want you to get better, okay? It’s probably not 
going to be easy, but I want you to stay with someone for a little while.” 


“That’s humiliating,’ Kaeya mutters. 


“T know it is,” Jean says. “But I’ve learned here that accountability is far behind you, which is 
okay.” 


Kaeya looks away. 


“Look. You have good...” Jean’s vision trails to Childe for a moment. “—You have good friends 
who want to help you. You aren’t alone.” 


Diluc, still very upset, hears Kaeya mumble something under his breath and watches as he stands 
up suddenly and walks past him. 


“Don’t leave,” Jean pleads. 
“Give me a second,” Kaeya breathes, face paling. “No one follow me.” 


Diluc stares ahead as he hears Kaeya climb the stairs behind him. His body and mind is frozen and 
unfocused, and he barely realizes that after a while Childe hurries after him and Lisa asks Jean if 
she should leave. 


In a haze, Diluc steps to where Kaeya had been sitting and shakily lowers himself on the couch. 
The world goes dark as his hands crawl up his face, and he isn’t sure how much time passes after 
the front door opens and closes before a presence stands at his front. 


“You worry a lot about Kaeya, don’t you?” Jean says softly. 


He doesn’t have it in him to answer her question. For some reason, Diluc’s shoulders creep up to 
his ears and without warning, he begins to sob into his hands. Jean doesn’t say anything else. 
Instead, she brings her gentle hands around Diluc’s head and lets him cry. 


When Diluc opens his eyes again he’s terribly confused by the location he wakes up in. For 


starters, he doesn’t remember falling asleep at all. He remembers crying into Jean’s torso-- 
everything had seemed to hit him all at once-- but he has no memory of even thinking about sleep. 
Indeed, he had only slept three hours in the past day, but he hadn’t even planned on getting rest 
until much later. 


The salty and disorienting aftertaste of crying overwhelms him as he sits up on Kaeya’s couch. By 
the lighting, it looks to be around midnight, probably exactly twenty four hours from when he 
found him by the front gates of Mondstadt (though it feels like weeks since then). 


He breathes in an elongated sniff, palming at the crusted tears that stretched down his face. Before 
his mind can fully come to, a voice flinches him— and forcefully so— back into reality as it 
approaches the room. 


“Ah— You’re awake.” 


Childe. What is he doing here still? Despite his grogginess, Diluc doesn’t hesitate to send a glare to 
the guy standing in the archway of the living room. 


“Where’s Kaeya?” he asks. 


“Master Jean took him to stay the night with Barbara a little after you fell asleep,” Childe replies as 
he crosses his arms and leans against the trimming. “I don’t know who Barbara is, but she seemed 
to trust her a lot.” 


“That’s not a good idea,” Diluc says immediately. 


“Tt’s not permanent,” Childe assures. “Just for tonight. She wanted you to rest before making any 
decisions, and she isn’t able to keep watch of him all night.” 


“Still,” Diluc mumbles, glancing out the window behind him. “I hope he will be alright tonight.” 


Why is he saying these things? He trusts Barbara as much as any other in this city. Someone whose 
only job is to calm others is what Kaeya needs right now. Not people who nags, which was nearly 
the entire party that had been here some hours ago. 


Childe shrugs in resignation. “I offered to stay with him, but Jean doesn’t trust me,” he sighs. 
“Rightfully so,” Diluc grumbles. 


Childe is quiet for a moment as he thinks about something. He takes in a breath before deciding to 
speak, “Do you know— what’s been happening to him?” he asks in a small voice. 


Diluc feels like this is a trick question. “Why do you want to know?” he replies suspiciously. 


Childe squeezes his eyes shut. “No. It’s not like that. Um...” he brings a hand behind his neck. “He 
doesn’t talk about you very much, so I don’t know how much you know.” 


“What?” Diluc demands. “What don’t I know?” 


Childe frowns, exhaling as he makes his way to sit on the other end of the couch closest to the 
entrance. Diluc instinctively wants to scoot away, but something inside prevents him from doing 
so. 


“He says he’s cursed by The Abyss,” he says in a low voice. At first, Diluc is certain he’s trying to 
pry information from him, but as he continues to speak he begins to realize Childe is telling the 


truth. “He told me I was cursed first, because I’d accidentally spent some time there as a child— 
long story. I got really mad at him for saying that because I wasn’t sure what it meant. We started 
fighting a lot about it, and I will admit I was pretty childish about it. 


“Anyways, we fought and fought, and one day it got really bad. I felt awful because I didn’t want 
to be mad at Kaeya. I have a lot of respect for him, you know? And we had been getting along just 
fine before then. Well, he apologized before I got the chance to when we managed to escape the 
group for a little while. I told him not to apologize but he did again, and then again, and then—* 


Childe grimaces and looks away. “I think I’ve said too much. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I feel 
the need to tell you all of this private stuff about him.” 


Diluc watches him intently. “What happened next?” he presses. 


“T don’t think I can tell you,” Childe says sincerely. “I should, but I don’t want to say something 
that could get Kaeya in trouble. Or get me in trouble with Kaeya. I’m sorry.” 


Diluc scoffs. “Right.” 


Childe gives Diluc an apologetic look which ends up startling him a little. “Look, I promise I'll 
talk with him about what happened and to see if he’ll tell anyone else, but for now I can’t. For our 
own good,” he says carefully. 


“Alright.” Diluc feels relief but only for a second. Now he’s even more worried about Kaeya and 
confused about Childe’s involvement here. 


Once again, it’s quiet for a little while. Diluc sits and still wonders why Childe decided to stick 
around. Childe bows forward, elbows on thighs and hands enfolded. 


“You don’t trust me, do you?” Childe asks. It’s a genuine question with no hint of malice, but 
Diluc can’t help but respond bitterly. 


“Ts it obvious?” he retorts. “I don’t ever plan on succoring those involved with the Fatui.” 


Childe sits up as he takes in a breath. “That’s fine. Not a lot of people find me very reliable when it 
comes to helping out— and I get why. I just hope that side of me won’t prevent me from being 
able to help Kaeya.” 


Common ground. Diluc doesn’t like it, but part of him wants to trust Childe. He’s an extremely 
suspicious person, but Diluc reminds himself that Lumine— poor Lumine...— has befriended him 
for quite some time now. Maybe he can allow this guy a little bit of leniency... At least for now. 
Diluc won’t admit it, but it feels calming being able to talk about Kaeya with someone else— or at 
least someone else who hasn’t just seen him cry for however long he’d cried for. 


“Why do you want to help him?” Diluc asks. A serious question. 
Childe shrugs. “Same reason you do, I assume. It’s not fun seeing your friends in anguish.” 
An involuntary choke-like cough escapes Diluc’s mouth. 


Childe chuckles light-heartedly and answers his wordless question. “I just wanted to see your 
reaction.” He pauses. “Although, I’ve never seen someone so worried about someone who wasn’t 
their friend. Just saying.” 


Diluc furrows his brows at him. He wanted to see his reaction? What is wrong with this man? 


How did he know he would react like this? 
Perhaps Kaeya trusts him more than he thinks... 
“Why’d you stay here after everyone left?” Diluc asks him. 


“No real reason,” Childe replies, setting his hands in his lap. “It felt mean to leave you by yourself 
before Master Jean returns. Especially since I saw you crying with her after I went to go check on 
Kaeya.” 


Disgusted and embarrassed, Diluc asks, “You saw that?” 


“Yeah,” Childe replies awkwardly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to bring it up, but it was kind of 
touching-- and manly too," he adds. 


Whether the point of that addition was meant to be helpful or joking, Diluc cringes. Childe offers 
an apologetic chuckle. 


"Sorry, I tend to joke around when I'm not supposed to. Kaeya had mentioned a while ago that you 
and him broke off after living under the same roof for so long. It made me think about my own 
family back home.” 


Diluc feels like throwing up for reasons he can’t put down. 
“Did I strike a chord?” 
He looks at him. “Are you going to advocate for Kaeya to stay with you tomorrow?” 


Childe shakes his head. “No. I thought about it because I was worried about you guys arguing, but 
I think you two need to be together,” he answers. “Mostly because I-- uh-- told him what I saw--” 


Diluc tries very hard not to call him a bad name. 
“--and he didn’t believe me at first, so he went downstairs and saw for himself...” 


Cowering underneath his bangs in burning shame, Diluc’s gaze averts away but his ears continue to 
listen. 


“He came back upstairs and started telling me all of these things like he was an idiot and he was 
awful and a lot of other things,” Childe explains, voice going soft. “I think him seeing you changed 
something.” 


Diluc doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t want to believe what he says, and not just because he’s a 
strange Fatui guy that’s being all too serious, but because he simply can’t comprehend something 
like this to be true. He had been so sure that he had failed at being of help to Kaeya, and now for 
someone who is supposedly one of Kaeya’s best friends to say otherwise...? Half of him hopes that 
Childe is lying, the other half wants to celebrate. 


“Thanks,” Diluc says. He doesn’t exactly know what he’s thanking him for, but Childe seems 
happy to hear it. 


Childe gives a small, crooked smile. “Yeah. No problem.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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Chapter 11 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Not long after Diluc’s conversation with Childe, Jean enters Kaeya’s house (she has own key, 
Diluc realizes) and steps into the living room. She gives a small sigh of relief when seeing the two 
sitting calmly on the couch together, probably glad that they hadn’t torn up Kaeya’s house while 
she was away. 


“Kaeya is safe in one of the Church’s private rooms with Barbara looking after him,” Jean tells 
them, stepping into the living room. “I’m sure Childe told you I don’t plan to keep him there for 
long.” 


Diluc nods warily. 


“Please, please get some rest tonight.” Jean is practically begging. “And we’ll talk again in the 
morning. I'll meet you guys at the church an hour after sunrise to discuss sleeping arrangements. 
Remember that Kaeya also needs to get his rest too.” 


Childe stands from the couch. “Actually, I think Kaeya should stay with Diluc. I'll be around to 
help, but Diluc should be looking after him.” 


Something in Jean’s eyes softens, like she’s gladdened by this news. Diluc’s still nonplussed about 
his assigned role here. Sheepishly, he stands beside Childe and nods at Jean. 


“Perfect,” Jean says. “You don’t know how happy I am to hear that.” 


Diluc feels himself go warm. He hadn’t thought about how much Jean would want him to be with 
Kaeya throughout all of this. Now he can sense the hope in her that something will change, that 
they can somehow be where they were some odd years ago. 


How nice that would be. 
“We will still meet at the same time, then,” Jean states. 


“Ts there anything I can do?” Childe asks. “Pll be staying at an inn here tonight, so I'd like to help 
tomorrow if you’ ll let me.” 


Jean turns her gaze to him and at first it looks like she’s going to decline help from him, but she 
glances at Diluc who appears to not be upset by the harbingers’ question, and she has a change of 
mind. She realizes that Kaeya has been adventuring alongside this guy for so long, and Jean could 
trust him to give good help. For this at least. 


“You travel with Lumine, right? I think you need to tell her what’s going on,” Jean says. “Don’t 
scare her, but be direct. She deserves to know, and I don’t think Kaeya would want to tell her 
everything himself, especially given the fact that he’ Il be unstable for a little while.” 


Childe nods. “You’ve got it, Master Jean.” 


Jean gives a small but overall genuine small at them. “Okay. I think this is going well so far,” she 
says. “Good night, you two. Remember: an hour after sunrise. No sooner.” 


“T’ve got it,” Diluc says. He thinks he feels himself smiling slightly too as he steps towards the 
front door. “Good night, Jean. Childe.” 


“Night, comrades. Thank you again for letting me help your Cavalry Captain,” says Childe as Jean 
opens the door for him. 


And just like that, the night closes on a not so bitter note. At least compared to the night before. 


Of course, Diluc can’t help the nerves he has for the following morning. 


Although the worry about Kaeya’s overnight stay takes away a good chunk of sleep from Diluc, he 
does feel well rested enough to take on whatever the day has for him when he wakes. As soon as 
he had woken up, he alerted his staff that Kaeya would be staying over for a while and to set up the 
guest room for him. Diluc manages to keep a straight face throughout Elzer’s bemusement and 
Adelinde’s surprise, and he has no trouble telling them a quick recap on what’s happening with 
him because he doesn’t want them to be clueless, and most of the people working for him already 
know about his and Kaeya’s history due to Diluc not feeling the need to let go of his father’s old 
staff when returning to Mondstadt. They are quick to understand, and they get to work right away. 


Luckily, Diluc doesn't have to spend a lot of time waiting around, as the morning goes by rather 
quickly despite his nerves. By the time he rides into town and makes his way through the city, Jean 
and him end up joining paths up the stairs to the church’s sector of Mondstadt. 


“Thank you for doing this for Kaeya,” Jean tells him. 


Diluc bites his inner lip as his stomach churns. For Kaeya , he thinks. Something about the way 
Jean says this makes him sad, but he replies, “Of course.” 


They spend no time stalling when reaching the cathedral, sweeping through the sanctuary and 
heading straight to the left hallway where the medical branch is. Thankfully, Diluc has rarely ever 
found the need to enter the church’s hospital-- at least on his own. The last time he had been in 
here as a patient, now that he thinks about it, was when he was ten years old and had a bad case of 
the flu. The Ordo’s military hospital doesn’t have any pediatricians and only really specializes in 
injuries and specific illnesses, so anyone who wasn’t with Ordo Favonius, an adult, or wounded, 
would check into the church’s hospital. 


Jean guides him through the large room where beds and curtains line the walls and nurses pace the 
floors, and to another hallway at the end of the hospital on their right. They loop around where the 
private rooms are located. Here is where Diluc feels like running and bursting into whatever room 
Kaeya is in, but he keeps his composure until Jean stops in front of a door on her left and knocks. 


“Tt’s Jean and Diluc,” she says to the wood. 


Almost instantly, the door opens and a welcoming-- but very clearly exhausted Barbara greets them 
a soft smile. “Hello! Look, Kaeya,” she says, glancing around a piece of wall that blocks the 
visitors from seeing the rest of the room. “It’s Master Jean and Master Diluc!” 


“Mim?” 


Barbara gives them the room to fully step inside, gently closing the door behind them. Diluc holds 
back a reaction at his brother, sitting at the edge of the bed and gazing up at him with tired eyes. 


His bouncing leg also doesn’t go unnoticed either. 

“You’re going to stay with me,” Diluc tells him. 

“Really?” Kaeya asks. Diluc hates how disbelieving his tone sounds. 
“Yes,” Diluc answers, holding out his hand. “I'll look after you.” 


Kaeya’s droopy eyes widen slightly when hearing this. He stares at Diluc few seconds before 
giving a slow nod then reaching to grip Diluc’s forearm to pull himself up. They glance at each 
other with solemn faces as Barbara begins to speak. 


She informs Diluc to keep Kaeya hydrated and that he might have to be stern with him when they 
get home. Kaeya responds with a smirk which strangely calms Diluc a little. It’s nice to have some 
sort of familiarity in this weird situation. Then Barbara goes on to tell them that she wants to return 
later to check in on how things are going, but Jean immediately disallows it after Kaeya mentions 
she had been awake with him pretty much the whole night (Diluc makes a mental note to get him 
to sleep once returning to the manor). Barbara says she’ll come tomorrow then, because she really 
really wants everything to go well. Jean gracefully agrees to that, and after all of this the two 
brothers are given the ‘okay’ to head out. 


“My horse is at the Knight’s Headquarters,” Kaeya says as they stroll across the cathedral’s front 
plaza. 


Diluc looks at him apprehensively. “Are you sure you’re well enough to ride? We should stop at 
your house before —” 


“T’m okay,” he pipes. “I’m just tired.” 
“But what if —” 


“Diluc, we’re not going back to my house,” Kaeya says pointedly. “There’s too many things around 
there that I don’t want to be involved with right now. That’s why I asked Jean to pack my stuff for 
me back at the hospital.” 


“Oh,” Diluc says, looking ahead. That makes sense. He should have thought about that. 
“Don’t worry.” 


Diluc almost laughs at the ignorance. “Kaeya, if I wasn’t worried about you, I wouldn’t even be 
here right now,” he replies matter-of-factly. 


Kaeya gives a weak chuckle that comes out like a “hmph’’. “I suppose I can’t change your mind,” 
he mumbles. 


Once Kaeya retrieves his horse— a gorgeous white coated Shire (definitely much different from 
the grey mare he had been gifted by Crepus)— they slowly make their way to the side gates where 
Diluc mounts his own newer chestnut-colored horse. He will admit that it’s bittersweet to be riding 
beside Kaeya again, just with different horses. 


Their ride there is mostly quiet for the first half. Kaeya recounts his night at the hospital, admitting 
that he’d been nervous about upcoming symptoms and who he was going to stay with. Diluc just 
nods along because he can tell Kaeya wants to say something else but he’s taking his time to get 
there. He doesn’t urge anything out of him because Kaeya really does look like he’s on the verge of 
keeling over, so once he finishes talking for the first time, Diluc keeps his peace. 


Eventually though, Diluc begins to grow nervous about Kaeya’s thoughts. He keeps glancing at 
Kaeya and seeing him in a introspective daze, and he wants to know what he wants to say. Kaeya 
probably senses his worry, because he lets out a sigh and looks at Diluc. 


“This probably isn’t the best place to say this,” he begins uneasily. 
Diluc tightens his grips on the reins and looks at Kaeya. 


“T need to apologize to you,” Kaeya says, frowning. “I feel like an awful person for hiding stuff 
from you when you trusted me. I am an awful person for that, actually,” he corrects. 


Something in Diluc’s chest aches. “That’s— well, I appreciate the apology— but I only blame 
myself for not finding out sooner. You have a valid reason to hide from me,” he tells him. 


Kaeya’s gaze narrows as he looks forward again, blinking as he processes Diluc’s words. It takes 
him some time to reply in his confused and sleepy state. “You’re not angry with me?” he asks 
genuinely. 


Diluc shakes his head. “I’m worried, that’s all. If I seem angry it’s not your fault,” he assures. 


They’ re silent for a moment, the sound of the two horses hooves against the dirt path setting the 
background noises. Finally, Diluc wills himself to speak up on what he knows Kaeya has been 
thinking about. 


“Your friend Childe told me you saw me cry last night,” Diluc mutters, flushing at the reminder. 
“Ts this what this is about?” 


Kaeya swallows. “Yeah, mostly,” he answers. “That’s why I’m sorry. I never intended to make 
you worry with everything I’ve been doing. I never intended to worry so many people, actually... 


Diluc would have hugged him if they weren’t on horses right now. “It’s okay,” he tells him. “I’m 
just glad we get to figure this out together now.” 


This prompts a very small, relieved smile from Kaeya. “Me too,” he says. “Thank you, Diluc.” 


The rest of the ride to the winery is less tense now that both of them have gotten their words out. 
Of course, Diluc will never not be fully calm until Kaeya is completely better (maybe not even 
then), but he feels a lot better now that Kaeya knows he isn’t upset with him. 


It’s pleasing to see that everyone at the winery welcomes Kaeya like a regular guest— even though 
Elzer and Adelinde are clearly hiding their grins, which Diluc doesn’t mind. Kaeya might not have 
noticed due to his exhaustion, to which Diluc quickly guides him upstairs and to the guest 
bedroom. 


Upon entering the room, Kaeya goes dumbstruck, and Diluc doesn’t blame him. While Kaeya had 
been inside the building a number of times since Diluc’s return, he had never gone upstairs until 
now. The guest room by the stairs just happens to be his old bedroom, and it really hasn’t changed 
much over the years. Same bed frame, but different sheets, same desk, different pens. Basically 
everything that Kaeya had left here stayed, and it shocks him now that he realizes Diluc hadn’t 
completely rearranged the room. 


“Have you eaten yet?” Diluc asks, breaking the silence. 


Kaeya peels his eyes from the room to look at him. “Yep. I didn’t want to, but Barbara somehow 
got me to eat,” he says, laughing slightly. Diluc can’t help but notice the pained look on his face as 


he talks. “That’s how she is, though. I imagine that’s why Jean wanted me to stay with her.” 


Diluc nods. He doesn’t know Barbara well enough to comment on that, so he moves to the next 
subject. “I don’t think I am as convincing as Miss Barbara, but I need you to get some sleep,” Diluc 
tells him. 


Kaeya gives a heavy blink. “T’ll try,” he says as he steps towards the bed. 


“Good,” Diluc replies, watching Kaeya as he unsteadily lowers himself into the mattress. “Do not 
hesitate to find me or one of my staff if you need more blankets or pillows. Or if you need anything 
at all.” 


Kaeya nods. “Okay.” 


Feeling incredibly awkward, Diluc takes a moment before responding with a “Sleep well” and 
shuffling out of the room. Before walking across the mezzanine, he glances at the bedroom door 
and thinks about how Kaeya is a guest in his own home, and a home that used to belong to the both 
of them. This is weird and nerve-wracking, but deep down he kind of likes it. 


It feels like only seconds before Diluc hears the door across the corridor open. Glancing at the 
clock on his bedside, Diluc finds that only about twenty minutes has passed. Looking up from the 
book he’d been reading (or trying to read through his restless mind), Diluc listens to the footsteps 
approaching his ajar door. 


“Diluc?” 
“You can come in,” Diluc responds, pushing himself up to sit on his hip. 


Kaeya opens the door enough so he can walk in. He looks troubled and exhausted. “I can’t seem to 
fall asleep,” he sighs, dropping himself at the foot of Diluc’s mattress. 


Reading the situation, Diluc closes his book and sets it aside. He frowns when he notices Kaeya’s 
propped arm quivering. “You need to sleep,” Diluc replies. He mentally cringes at himself for 
saying this, as he knows that he’s so bad with words sometimes (most of the time). He’s just not 
sure what else to say. 


Kaeya gives a delicate laugh at Diluc’s response, which just makes Diluc feel more embarrassed 
about his choice of words. As he scoots back against the headboard, Diluc moves aside so they can 
sit by each other. 


He picks up the book that Diluc left on the nightstand. 
“Romance?” 
Diluc huffs. “Why does everyone say that?” 


Kaeya flips the book over to show it to Diluc. “ My Eyes Adored You,” he recites. “Is this not a 
love story?” 


“No, it’s not,” Diluc insists, taking the book from his hand. Kaeya easily lets go of it, letting his 
hand fall in his lap. After placing the book on his side table, Diluc watches him for a moment 


before asking again, “You really can’t sleep?” 
“Too nervous,” Kaeya admits. “Shaky n’ stuff.” His words are slurred with sleep deprivation. 


Diluc’s mind begins to think of ways to lull him to sleep. “I can make you chamomile tea,” he 
offers. “It’s good for making you sleepy.” 


Kaeya shakes his head. 


Diluc sighs as he lets himself observe his exhausted and anxious brother. “You know, I’m rather 
astonished that you do not mind my company while you endure this,” he mumbles, not exactly 
knowing why he decided to bring this up. 


Kaeya glances at him. “You say this because...?” 

“Well, I'm not exactly the most fuzziest guy to be around.” 

Kaeya turns his head to fully face him. “ Fuzziest?” he questions, raising an amused eyebrow. 
“That’s what Paimon said,” Diluc explains. 


Kaeya snorts, letting his vision slowly avert to the window across from them. “Makes sense,” he 
murmurs. 


“See? I don’t think I have any sort of comforting instinct in me. Maybe it’s because I grew up 
without a mother, but I never—” 


Kaeya suddenly grimaces, bringing a hand up to his forehead. 
Diluc is quick to stop his rant. “Are you alright?” 


“Sorry,” Kaeya grunts, rubbing his temple with his fingers. “My head’s been killing me all 
morning.” 


At first Diluc feels like pestering him about hiding his pain, but then he comes up with a better 
idea. Removing his gloves, Diluc summons a gentle touch of pyro onto his hand and brings it to 
the base of Kaeya’s skull. “How’s that?” he asks. 


“That’s good,” Kaeya breathes, leaning his head back into his touch. “Thanks.” 


Diluc decides to bring his other hand to the top of Kaeya’s head. Carefully, he uses his fingers to 
massage through Kaeya’s blue locks. He hopes this helps. 


“You can keep talking,” Kaeya says after a short moment of silence. “I’m listening.” 


Diluc doesn’t hesitate to continue his speech. “Do you remember that pet turtle I had as a kid? I 
mean, he lived a long life, but was he happy? It was always Jean making sure he was fed, and I 
don’t think it had a lot of fun when I took it out. Also, that little Knight Klee you know? 
Apparently she told Lumine that she likes everyone far more than she likes me, if she even likes 
me, that is.” 


Diluc is going on and on, absent from the real world. He’s very passionate about this, to say the 
least. 


“Everyone is “the best’ and I am the neighborhood grump. That’s honestly a little embarrassing 
now that I think about it,” he utters under his breath. “Well, anyway, you get the idea. I’m glad 


you find me as good company, but I'll warn you that I probably won’t be able to comfort you very 
much.” 


Then Diluc notices his hands aren’t on Kaeya anymore, and he looks down to find he had 
completely missed Kaeya sliding down the bed and rolling onto his side, his head landing on a 
pillow Diluc is sitting against. His eye is closed, and his arms are crossed over his chest. 


“Kaeya?” Diluc asks. 


Kaeya responds with a long exhale, his eye staying perfectly shut. It takes Diluc a hot second to 
realize that Kaeya has fallen asleep. Right here, next to him as he blabbered on about being a 
terrible support person. 


Still shocked by his realization, Diluc returns his warmed hands back into Kaeya’s head and allows 
him to rest. 


The next couple of hours pass by easily, mostly because Diluc doesn’t have to worry about Kaeya 
all that much now that he’s asleep. Eventually he had let him be, leaving his own bedroom to 
wander around downstairs so as to not disturb Kaeya’s sleep. He eats lunch, pretends to look at 
some files, and checks on Kaeya every now and then. It’s calm, but it’s too calm. 


Of course when Diluc has just sat down with Elzer for a round of chess, a knock sounds at his 
door. 


“Are you expecting visitors?” Elzer asks as Diluc pushes himself from the table. 


“No,” Diluc says as he paces to the door. He wonders if it’s Jean coming to deliver Kaeya’s stuff or 
if Barbara had managed to sneak away to check in on him. 


As he unlocks the door, he suddenly fears what he might find behind it. Unfortunately, his fears 
are proven true when Diluc opens the door to a posse of four standing in his porch, the leader being 
a certain, grinning ginger who greets him with a, “Hello there, comrade.” 
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Chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Diluc scowls at the boy standing on his porch. “I am not your comrade,” he says bitterly. 
Childe purses his bottom lip. “I thought we were in this together,” he whines. 


“No, that was only—” Diluc sighs in frustration as he shakes his head. “Never mind. What are you 
doing here?” he demands. He glances at the three surrounding Childe: Lumine and her guide, 
young Bennett, and the girl from yesterday morning, Xinyan. He understands Lumine’s presence, 
but why the others? Why Childe even? 


“Well— I originally wanted to come here with just Lumine,” Childe replies, “but we did a 
commission this morning after I told her what’s happening, and I heard Bennett and Xinyan talking 
about Kaeya on the way there. Apparently they had been here last night hanging out with Barbara 
when Jean walked in with him. They said he looked ill and all of that stuff... It wouldn’t be fair to 
leave them out because they’re good friends with him too, you know,” he explains, returning back 
to his annoying grin. 


“T see.” Diluc’s shoulders loosen at this. He had guessed Childe had brought these friends here as 
an Intervention: Part Two situation, but apparently this isn’t the case. It seems like Childe cares 
about his friends a lot, enough to pretty much go off of Jean’s assignment to spare them from 
worry. It’s a kind thought, but at the wrong time. “I’m afraid Kaeya is asleep right n—” 


“Diluc?” asks a voice from the balcony. “Who’s at the door?” 


Diluc glances behind him to view Kaeya who is now standing at the upper landing of the staircase. 
“You have some visitors,” he replies, stepping aside so the guests can be seen. 


“Oh,” Kaeya says, stepping towards the stairs. “I don’t mind visitors.” 
That’s all Diluc needs to hear. 


He welcomes the group inside and closes the door behind them. As the three of them wipe their 
shoes off— and Xinyan, the fourth, simply takes off her shoes — Kaeya approaches the foyer, and 
Diluc tries to keep calm because now that he sees Kaeya up close, he can tell that he is not feeling 
well at all. However, Kaeya doesn’t seem to mind the guests that much, and he greets them with a 
weak smile. 


“Hey guys,” Kaeya says as he places his hands on his hips. “You all came just as I had woken up. 
Although I wouldn’t have mind waking up to such kind—” 


Suddenly, Lumine is hugging Kaeya and Paimon shapes onto his shoulder in a tiny hug, startling 
the rest of his sentence away from him. Diluc is also taken aback, idly watching Kaeya’s shocked 
face as his hands slowly move off from his hips to hug her back. 


The rest of the room keeps a respectful silence at the heartful moment between the two. It’s clear 
that Xinyan, Bennett, and Childe are very aware of his and Lumine’s closeness and don’t fuss 
about it. Diluc’s mind is brought to remember Lumine’s lost brother as he watches them embrace 
each other. Their friendship is probably deeper than what the public eye might think. This is why 
Diluc is surprised and glad that Lumine shows no condemnation about the hiding of his unhealthy 


actions recently. 
“Tll be okay,” Kaeya assures Lumine quietly. “I’m so sorry. I really am.” 
“You’re forgiven,” Paimon says, gently flying off of his shoulder. 


Lumine nods, stepping out of the hug. “Yes, you are, as long as you don’t do this again,” she 
replies. 


Kaeya shrugs and inhales. “Wel—” 


The room quickly erupts with “no’’s and head shakes and ‘ Kaeya...’ s, and this forces a ( very 
rare!) bashful smile from Kaeya. It only lasts for a short moment though, because he puts on a 
serious face for his next words. 


“IT won’t do this anymore. I’ve learned what happens when I go too far,” Kaeya says carefully. 


“We are glad to hear it!” Childe cheers from next to Diluc. “But that reminds me, I need to talk to 
you about something,” he tells Kaeya with a smile. Diluc wonders if the subject of this 
conversation is whatever Childe has to keep private about Kaeya the from night before. 


“Can it wait?” Kaeya asks, wincing at him. 
“Yeah, definitely!” Childe replies. “Just don’t forget.” 


Diluc side eyes him, and somehow Childe notices and shoots him a big grin. Diluc takes it as an 
assurance to his thoughts. 


“We should sit down,” Xinyan suggests. “Or you, at least,” she says to Kaeya. 
“Me?” Kaeya questions. 
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“You’re shakin 
should sit.” 


Xinyan points out. “Either way, you’re not supposed to be feelin’ good, so we 


“Good call,” Lumine says. “Let’s find somewhere to relax.” 


As the group floats off to find a decent place for them to sit (for the first time ever, Diluc considers 
setting up a living area in his house), Diluc stays behind with Kaeya who doesn’t follow them right 
away. 


“What’s wrong?” Diluc asks quietly, stepping in front of Kaeya. “I can politely ask them to leave if 
you’re not feeling well.” 


“It’s not that,” Kaeya replies in the same soft tone. “I’m just— surprised, I guess.” 
“With what? The guests?” 


Kaeya slowly turns his head away. “Yeah... We should go. I don’t want to keep anyone waiting,” 
he says before stepping away. 


For once, Diluc doesn’t feel like pressing Kaeya about his hesitancy to answer. Now is not the time 
for that. 


The others are nearby gathered in the parlor just around the front entrance. Lumine plus Paimon 
and Xinyan sit on the side couch, Childe sits on the adjacent couch by himself while Bennett takes 


his seat on the floor. 
“Tt’s kind of bright in here,” Kaeya mentions under his breath. 
Diluc goes to close the curtains behind the couches. 


“Oops. Sorry, Diluc. I didn’t mean to steal your spot,” Childe says, looking up at him as he reaches 
over to untie the curtains. The room dims notably as the frail fabrics fall to their places. 
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“T don’t have a spot ,"" Diluc mutters, but Childe is already standing and moving to sit by Bennett 
on the floor. Diluc doesn’t make another comment on it and appreciatively lowers himself next to 
Kaeya who had dropped in the free seat while they had been talking. 


“So, I assume you guys know what’s going on right now?” Kaeya asks. 


“Yeah,” Bennett says. “Drinking a lot is a bit of an awkward situation, but what’s life without 
awkward situations, you know?” 


Kaeya chuckles. “Isn’t this awkward too though?” 


“Nah,” Bennett replies with a wolfish grin. “It’s cool. Getting better is very cool and totally not 
awkward at all.” He sounds serious. Bennett has such a strange way with words. 


“Why, I’m glad you think so, Benny,” says Kaeya, “because I do not feel the coolest right now.” 


“Here,” Bennett says, suddenly jumping to his feet. In the blink of an eye, the kid is flying in the 
air. For a second Diluc thinks he’!] have to watch the winery burn to the ground in the next minute, 
but then Bennett thuds onto his feet where underneath appears a softly glowing red circle that 
covers most of the space around them. 


Immediately, Diluc recognizes the feeling of healing particles being absorbed by his aura. “Huh. I 
didn’t know you were a healer, Bennett,” Diluc says. 


Bennett returns a flustered giggle. 
Kaeya seems to relax in his seat. He gives a soft, amused smirk. “Thanks.” 


The group chats for a short time— normally, which Diluc doesn’t really get, but Kaeya seems to 
enjoy it. Everyone else is noticeably relaxing with being able to see Kaeya carry a light 
conversation with them, even though he still does look tired and rather pale, and Diluc can see that 
he’s clenching his fists in his lap. Bennett is the first to go due to “royal affairs” with a certain 
Prinzessin. Diluc is relieved because although the kid is truthfully delightful to have around, he can 
tell from old memories that Kaeya’s nonchalant stature is gradually becoming forced. 


Childe, too, had to leave as well for reasons that concern Diluc ( “/’m dying to wipe out some 
hilichurl camps right now”). He had promised to come back later, and despite Diluc’s rejection, he 
continued to make his point about returning. At least he’s gone for now. 


This leaves four (and a half?), Kaeya and Diluc, and Lumine and Xinyan. It’s a lot more quiet now 
as it seems like everyone is done with the small talk. Diluc can’t say he’s too upset, but for once, 
the silence is making him anxious. A nauseas look grows on Kaeya’s face as the girls converse 
very quietly to each other. Diluc is about to tap his arm and ask him if he’s alright when Kaeya 
blinks out of his daze, immediately turning his head to look at the adjacent couch. 


“Lumine,” he asks in a calm voice. “There’s something I would like to get off my chest.” 


Lumine blinks back in surprise. “Oh?” she asks. 
“Yes,” Kaeya says, pushing himself off of the couch. He still looks sick. “But I can’t do it here.” 


Lumine glances at Xinyan who returns the glance. Kaeya doesn’t seem to mind the uncomfortable 
interaction. 


“O--kay,” Lumine answers, nodding as she lifts herself from beside Xinyan. 


Diluc is readying himself to stand when Kaeya lifts a hand. “You should keep Xinyan company,” 
he tells him with an extraordinarily obvious weakened smile. 


Xinyan perks her head up. “Oh, I’m fine with leavin’. I was gonna go do some shoppin’ after this 
anyway.” 


“No, no,” Kaeya insists. “You two will get along well. I can sense it.” 
Diluc can’t help the disappointed frown. “Kaeya...” 


“T can tell what you’re thinking,” Kaeya says, raising a knowing brow. “It’s not that. I'll tell you 
later.” 


So Kaeya can tell he’s concerned and irritated with him abruptly leaving like this? Of course he 
can. He’s Kaeya . Nothing ever gets past him. 


Defeated, Diluc sits in his seat and watches as Kaeya leads Lumine away, then he remembers that 
there’s still a guest sitting nearby. They look at each other at the same time. 


“Would you like anything to drink?” Diluc asks. 
Xinyan gives a nervous grin. “Oh, no, I’m alright. Thank you, though,” she says. 


Diluc gave a gracious nod. This is awkward. He’s not the best when it comes to meeting new 
people, and he hasn’t had to do that for awhile now. It seems like Xinyan is the same way, which 
is odd given how enthusiastic she had been when everyone was here and conversing with each 
other. After realizing Xinyan doesn’t know what to say, he forces himself to start a conversation. 


“You're friends with Kaeya?” It’s barely a question, but it gets them going. 


Xinyan nods. “I’ve known him for a while now since Lumine recruited me early in her journeys. 
We’re pretty good friends,” she tells him, crossing her ankles near the ground. “I had no clue you 
and him were so close though. I wouldn’t have even guessed.” 


That stings, but rightfully so. Even people who aren’t native to Mondstadt wouldn’t consider any 
past or current intimacy between these two. Diluc dares himself to ask, “How come?” 


“Uh--” Xinyan looks like she had just made a mistake. “He told us you guys had a really bad 
falling out a long time ago... I don’t know the exact details, but it didn’t seem like a pleasant 
story.” 


For Kaeya to share this kind of information must mean that he’s exceptionally close and trusting of 
this girl. For a moment, he considers asking what exactly Kaeya said about that day, but he decides 
against it. Diluc doesn’t want to put this young girl he barely knows in such an awkward situation, 
and he needs to trust that Kaeya hadn’t bent the truth to the point that Xinyan would have left when 
being alone with him rather than staying put and chatting. 


“We’re... working things out,” Diluc says, because he honestly isn’t really sure what to tell her. 
They are working things out, aren’t they? 


What is he talking about with Lumine...? 
“That’s rad,” Xinyan says, now smiling. 
Rad? 


She continues. “I think it sucks to have to hold on to grudges for so long, because grudges are like 
impenetrable obstacles that prevent you from moving forward in life-- Ooh!” Xinyan’s eyes 
brighten suddenly, and it instantly grabs Diluc’s attention. “I should write a song about that!” 


Diluc is clueless, but he’s interested. “A song?” he asks. 


“T’m a rock ‘n roll musician,” Xinyan says enthusiastically, miming a guitar in front of her torso. “T 
write rockin’ songs about all sorts of things. I wish I had a band to play with me, but I’m a one gal 
show for now.” 


Xinyan seems to be warming up to him quickly, and Diluc is somewhat flattered by this. It really 
has been a long time since he's met someone new. 


“Rock ‘n roll...” Diluc mutters. He hasn’t heard those words since his visit to Fontaine during his 
sporadic expedition, and it almost shocks his brain at the bringing to remembrance. 


“Do you play? I’m always open to jammin’ with new people!” 


Diluc hums. “I suppose I dabble in guitar...” Oops. He usually doesn’t tell people this. “But our 
styles are much too different for... jamming," he says apologetically. 


Xinyan is excited now. “Ah-- who cares about that sorta stuff? Rock ‘n roll is about playing with 
your heart, not sounding good,” she raves. “You'll be great!” 


Diluc can’t help but grimace. Not at the idea of hanging out with Xinyan (actually, he’s wouldn’t 
mind befriending this girl from how things have been going), but he’s never played guitar for 
anyone before. He prefers to keep that part of him private. “What if I compensate by letting you 
perform at my tavern?” Diluc offers. 


“T guess I can’t argue with that,” Xinyan sighs. “I'll convince you some other time.” 


Diluc gives a small, friendly smirk. “Don’t count on it.” 


The two talk for a while longer. Diluc learns that she, too, is pyro claymore wielder, but she 
struggles on the battlefield and is always trying very hard to stay up-to-skill with her teammates. 
Xinyan is exceptionally grateful at Diluc’s offering for training sometime. Sometime after all of 
this.... happens. He learns that Xinyan had been weary of Kaeya drinking a lot, but never thought 
much of it because she didn’t want to think lowly of him for just trying to enjoy himself. Diluc 
almost feels sorry for her, but Xinyan has no issue in accepting her judgement was wrong. She’s 
just glad that he’s getting help. 


At that point of the conversation is when they both agree that they should go check on the others 
who had gone upstairs, so Diluc takes the lead and guides Xinyan all the way up to the guest 
bedroom where Kaeya had gone with Lumine. The door is slightly ajar, enough for Diluc to see the 
two sitting next to each other on the bed. They aren’t talking, and Lumine is quick to notice Diluc’s 
presence at the ajar door. 


“Oh, hey,” she says, peeking behind Kaeya who sits next to her on the mattress. 
“T apologize if I interrupted,” Diluc says, perfectly managing his natural politeness. 


“No worries,” Lumine replies. She takes her hand off of Kaeya’s back. “We’ve been done talking 
for a few minutes now.” 


Kaeya lifts his head to look at Diluc. For a moment, his expression reads “oh my archons, I do not 
feel good right now”, but it quickly changes to a cheerful smile when he realizes who’s standing 
behind Diluc. 


“Xinyan is going now,” Diluc tells Kaeya, stepping aside to let Xinyan see him better. She takes it 
as an invitation to walk into the room. No one has any objections. 


“Feel better soon, Kaeya!” Xinyan says, approaching his front to hug him. “Send a messenger if 
you want anything from Liyue.” 


Kaeya returns the hug graciously despite not looking to be enjoying himself very much. “Thanks, 
Xinyan. If I run out of VIOLET BLISS! or if Iam in need of a serenade, you’ll be my first call,” he 
assures as they exit the embrace. 


Xinyan is happy to hear this. “You can count on me!” she cheers. She then steps aside to give 
Lumine a farewell hug (and Paimon who gives her version of a hug) and trots to the door where she 
pauses to look at Diluc, only taking a moment to stick out her hand with a fierce grin (a little bit 
menacing, to be honest, but who was Diluc to judge things like that). “Let me know when I can 
perform at your tavern,” she tells him. “And when we can train.” 


Diluc shakes her hand. “I will. Get home safely,” he says. 


Xinyan nods, bids a final goodbye to everyone, then hops away after assuring Diluc she can see 
herself out (even though Diluc does look behind him to make sure she knows where she’s going). 


“You’ve made a friend,” Lumine comments. 


Diluc turns to face them. Kaeya has already gone back to the drowsy look he had on when Diluc 
first walked in on them. “Is everyone alright?” he asks, pacing further into the bedroom. 


“Just nauseous,” Kaeya answers. “I’m okay though.” 


Diluc glances at Lumine who says, “It was quite the conversation.” Then she looks at Kaeya who 
really looks like he might spew if he gets pushed slightly the wrong way. “Thanks for telling me, 
Kaeya. We’ll continue later. ve got someone I need to find again now, anyway.” 


“Okay. Sorry about this,” Kaeya says, wincing at her. 


Lumine stands up as she gives Kaeya a soft smile. “Really. Don’t worry. You should be resting, so 
I'll leave you be for now,” she says, giving Kaeya a quick hug. 


“Rest! Paimon will be very mad if Paimon finds out you’re not resting,” the little guide demands, 


placing her fists on her hips. 
“T’ll do my best,” Kaeya replies. 


Lumine nods. “Good.” And to Diluc. “No fighting with Kaeya,” she commands. “My elemental 
sight will expose you if you choose pyro to unleash your anger.” 


Diluc can’t tell if she’s joking, but his instincts tell him to return a chuckle-like hum sound. “You’ll 
be sensing no excessive pyro from here,” Diluc assures. 


“Great,” Lumine says. “I’1l come back tomorrow to say hello if that’s okay.” 
Kaeya nods, then Diluc nods. 


After Lumine and Paimon say their goodbyes, Diluc sees them downstairs where he again 
promises that he won’t be picking any fights with Kaeya. He also promises Paimon that he will 
consider joining their adventuring team when he has time to (he has no reason not to now, but he 
won’t decide on anything so soon). Once they leave, Diluc heads back to the guest room where 
Kaeya is nowhere to be found. Only until a cough sounds from the ensuite bathroom door on the 
left wall. 


“Kaeya?” he asks the door. “What are you doing?” Immediately Diluc feels dumb for asking this. 
What kind of person asks this to someone who’s in a bathroom? 


“Oh, you know. The usual,” Kaeya replies from behind the door. 


Diluc cringes as an ungodly hiccup sounds from behind the wood. “Do you need any help?” he 
asks. 


“Yeah, you wanna catch my vomit?” 

“Disgusting,” Diluc grunts. “Why do I even bother asking?” 

“Well, to be frank, ’'m not sure what you mean by ‘help’, Diluc,” Kaeya argues weakly. 
“Do you want me to bring you water? Cider?” 

“Champagne?” 

“Too soon,” Diluc says and Kaeya just laughs. 


“I’m fine,” Kaeya assures, his voice sounding way too lively. “Unless you want to play “Guess 
what I had for breakfast’, I don’t need anything.” 


Although Diluc wishes he could ease Kaeya’s discomforting situation a little, he isn’t sure what 
else he can offer. He lets him have his privacy and exits the bedroom, almost going back to his 
own before another knock sounds at the door. Diluc feels himself scowling as the heinous ginger 
enters his mind. It better not be Childe. Despite the common ground they uncovered last night, his 
presence is still gravely annoying to Diluc. 


He stalls near the balcony railing as Adelinde goes to answer the door. 
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Adelinde. I’m here to drop off Kaeya’s belongings and to check on him.” 


Thank the archons. 


Diluc begins downstairs as Jean steps into the lobby, a suitcase in hand with a cotton drawstring 
bag held between her arm and her torso. Diluc takes the suitcase from her as she asks how things 
have been so far. 


“Kaeya slept for a little over two hours before Lumine and his adventuring-mates came to visit,” he 
tells her. 


“T’m guessing Childe brought them over,” Jean sighs like she’d expected this all along. 
“That’s what it looked like,” Diluc replies. “It went well, though.” 


“That’s good,” Jean says, sounding relieved. She glances around the building. “Is Kaeya alright? I 
thought he might’ ve wanted to come down with you.” 


“He’s throwing up, last I checked.” 

“Fun.” 

“Indeed,” Diluc breathes. 

“But he is okay for now?” Jean asks. “Nothing I am needed for?” 


“Nothing I can think of. Thank you, though,” Diluc replies as Jean hands him the cotton bag. The 
items inside clink together as they transfer between hands. 


“Per Kaeya’s request: keep those cold, if you can,” Jean notes. “It’s a soft drink from Liyue he 
likes that he asked to bring from his house.” 


Ah. 
“Fair enough,” Diluc says. 


Jean’s eyes brighten at a thought. “Oh--” she fishes something from her belt pouch and places a 
small object in Diluc’s palm. “He said to give you this. I have no idea what it is or where it’s from, 
but it’s yours, apparently.” 


A red dyed plush object, not the red of sunsettia dye, but darker, with two white marbles parallel 
from each other in the center of the sphere. A pyro slime, Diluc figures. But why? 


Diluc glances upstairs. 


What a strange gift for him to receive. 
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Chapter 13 


Chapter Notes 
See the end of the chapter for notes 
When Diluc returns to the guest room, Kaeya is on his bed lying stomach first on top of the covers. 


His hair has been let loose from it’s usual tied state, giving much room for the blue to sprawl over 
the pillow he has his face in. Diluc pretends not to be perplexed over his odd positioning. 


“Jean came with your things,” he states, setting the luggage at the foot of the bed. 

“ Duh shuh buen ayet iss?” 

“T can’t understand you like that.” 

Kaeya turns his head to the side. “Did she bring VIOLET BLISS?” he asks again. “The drink?” 
“Yes,” Diluc answers. “I brought one here. I figured you might want it.” 


Kaeya reacts positively, pushing himself upright as Diluc approaches to hand him the bottle. Diluc 
tries very hard to ignore the pallor on Kaeya’s face as he searches his pocket for a coin. He uses it 
to pop open the bottle, and Diluc has to snatch the cap before it goes flying across the room. 


“Nice catch,” Kaeya mutters before going in for a sip. 
Diluc places the cap on the nightstand. “Did talking with Lumine make you sick?” he asks. 


“No,” Kaeya answers. “I guess it didn’t help, but I’d been feeling nauseous since I woke up from 
the nap.” 


Diluc lowers himself in a padded chair by his bedside. “Jean gave me a slime plush,” he mentions, 
displaying the small toy in the air for Kaeya to see. 


Kaeya gives an unexpected smile as his lips part from the glass nozzle. “Thought you might’ ve 
wanted it,” he says nonchalantly, reaching aside to place the bottle on the nightstand. 


“Why?” 


“Do you know what it is?” Kaeya asks. He watches Diluc expectantly as he slides down the bed, 
only so that his head and shoulders are reclined. 


Diluc stares at the object, into its lifeless marble eyes. The toy is in great condition, but it definitely 
has some age to it. He can’t seem to understand Kaeya’s question, so he shoots for a more literal 
answer. “It’s a pyro slime plush. I presume from Liyue because of the Jueyun dye,” he replies, 
obversing toy some more. 


Kaeya folds his hands over his torso, a thoughtful expression overcoming his features. “Do you 
remember that defunct Slime Festival they used to have in Liyue?” he asks. 


Diluc remembers. “The one that shut down after only two years because of the inbred pyro and 
dendro slime incident?” 


“That’s the one,” Kaeya confirms. 


It only takes a second longer for it to click in Diluc’s head. “Ohhh,” he says. It feels like someone 
plucked a pin into his heart now that he views the toy with the new realization. “Why do you have 
this?” 


“T must’ ve thrown it in with my things when I left,” Kaeya replies with a soft shrug. “I have my 
dendro plush at home. What a coincidence, right?” 


That’s right. Kaeya didn’t have a vision for the time he had been living with the Ragnvindrs, so kid 
Kaeya hadn’t sought out a specific slime toy when going through the gift shop stands. What an old 
memory that is... They must have only met for only a year at that time. Diluc looks at Kaeya who 
returns a lazy half-smile. 


“Sorry if you missed it,” Kaeya says, laughing slightly. It’s a sad laugh. 


Diluc glances at the small plush again. Reflections of the past memories play in its seemingly 
“lifeless” eyes. “I'll be honest,” Diluc says quietly. “I forgot about this.” 


“Are you okay with remembering?” 
“Are you?” Diluc asks. 
Kaeya huffs. “That’s all I do.” 


Diluc feels his throat constrict, but then he looks at Kaeya who still carries a content smirk. Then, 
he can’t help but mirror the expression. Kaeya still wants to be a kid, bless him for that. Maybe it’s 
sad, but Kaeya’s always yearned to be a free spirit. Nowadays, being young does seem more 
freeing than adult life. It must be nice picturing sun instead of rain when childhood is brought up. 


“T’m going to get changed,” Kaeya says, moving himself off of the mattress. “I don’t want to sweat 
through my nice clothes. Then we’ II talk.” 


Oh, yikes. Diluc hadn’t noticed before, but Kaeya is really breaking a sweat. Not like the sheen 
from this morning. Though his face is pale, there are heavy glistens of a fever crowning his 
hairline and cheekbones. Detox at its finest. 


“About what?” Diluc asks. 


“Well, I assume you’re wondering why I wanted to talk to Lumine all of a sudden. And I wanna 
know what you thought of Xinyan,” Kaeya replies, already undoing some buttons on his shirt. 


“She was nice,” Diluc says. 
“Hold that thought,” Kaeya replies as he stands up. 


Diluc watches him silently as he enters the bathroom. He’s glad Kaeya isn’t going to hide away 
what he wanted to talk about with Lumine (even though now Diluc reminds himself how 
susceptible he is when it comes to being lied to...). It truly seems like Kaeya wants to be more 
open with Diluc, and hopefully this will be a showing of that. 


There’s some stumbling in the bathroom while he’s waiting, and while it’s not enough to get Diluc 
to voice his concerns, it’s a good reminder that he should keep a keen eye on Kaeya now that his 
stability is likely beginning to falter. 


Kaeya emerges from the bathroom soon after entering, a ghostly expression striking his face. 
Diluc, readying to arise at the sight, is quick to ask, “Are you alright?” 


Kaeya looks at Diluc, his almost-frightened expression softening quickly. “What? Are my pants on 
backwards?” he asks, snickering slightly. 


Diluc deflates his seat. Okay, maybe not so keen of an eye he should be keeping. “Sorry. I suppose 
it’s rather an obvious question to ask, isn’t it?” 


“Indeed it is, Master Diluc,” Kaeya agrees. “That’s why I put on these pajamas. I have a good 
feeling that the next 36 hours or so will not be a good time. I’d better stay comfortable while I’m at 
it, you know?” 


Diluc tries hard not to imagine what Kaeya means by those words. He keeps the subject on the 
light half of his statement for both of their sakes. ““They’re nice,” Diluc comments. 


“Aren’t they?” Kaeya replies, making his way back to bed. “Noelle got them for me. She said I 
should invest in more softer blues, so she got me these as a starting point,” he explains as he drops 
onto the edge of the mattress. 


Randomly, Diluc is reminded of how odd it is for Kaeya and him to be chatting normally like this 
after many years of barely talking, and if so, it was just them bickering bitterly with each other. 
Although Diluc can sense that there will always be some major hard feelings between him and 
Kaeya, he’d never thought that they would ever get to a point where they could converse with each 
other about things that didn’t matter so much. He thinks about the plush pyro slime for a moment 
before remembering that he needs to reply to Kaeya. 


“She picked them well,” he says. Diluc, still being Diluc, has no interest in dwelling on 
meaningless conversation though, and he doesn’t take his time to ask Kaeya what he’d gone up 
here with Lumine for. 


“Most of it has to do with her own personal stuff going on-- though I feel like you’d be able to help 
her a lot, now that I think about it,” Kaeya mentions quietly. “I told her about my traces to The 
Abyss and Khaenr’iah... Okay, yes, I know. I know it’s surprising, but I would be a real heel for 
keeping this from Lumine, especially since I might have some information that could help her.” 


Diluc stares at him, aghast by his willingness to share this with someone else. Why is he so 
surprised, anyway? It’s absolutely not impossible for Kaeya to be closer to Lumine than he is with 
Diluc— actually, that shouldn’t even be an argument because he should have realized this right 
away. Still, everything that has to do with Kaeya and The Abyss might never not shock Diluc. 


“Did you show her...?” 


Kaeya grimaces slightly as he gives a brief shake of his head. “No. I don’t think it would have 
changed anything about us or what I said to her, but I— how do I put this?” he mutters. 


Diluc watches him think for a moment, purposely keeping his eyes peeled away from Kaeya’s knee 
that’s bouncing uncontrollably. 


“T guess I didn’t want what happened at Wangshu Inn to happen again,” Kaeya says, fidgeting with 
the string of his changed silk eyepatch. 


Diluc’s breath hitches at the memory. That feels like eons ago, but the wreck Kaeya had still stuns 
him to this day. It still is the worst he has seen Kaeya emotionally just because of how sudden 
everything came. Kaeya is definitely not emotionally sound now, but he seems to be doing better 
when it comes to controlling himself... At least when Diluc is around. 


“T can understand that,” Diluc says. 


“Yeah,” Kaeya sighs, wincing as he brings a hand to rub the back of his neck. “Um— what’d you 
think of Xinyan?” 


Diluc’s a bit taken aback by the change of subject, but he’s quick to allow it. That last topic 
probably isn’t one they should be sticking to for very long. “She kind of reminds me of me when I 
was a kid,” Diluc admits. “A little more on the rowdy side, and less naive I’d say, but very 
optimistic and passionate. She was a pleasure to get to know.” 


“That’s good. She has trouble making friends, so I’m glad you two were able to get along.” Kaeya 
finishes his sentence through a stifled yawn. “You know she has a pyro vision as well? Not to 
mention the preference for two-handed swords.” 


“Yes. L offered to help with fighting techniques and it was well appreciated.” 


Kaeya giggles softly to himself, like Diluc had just told a joke that only Kaeya gets and not him. 
“That’s good. Having her around is refreshing-- a bit nostalgic in a way-- so it would be nice to see 
how she can improve in the long run.” 


Diluc gives a distracted nod. He understands now that Kaeya’s trying to tell Diluc that he’s missed 
him. Alongside the gift of his old pyro slime toy (that he had “accidentally” thrown in with his 
things), the word “nostalgic” being used when talking about being with someone who somewhat 
resembles child-Diluc, the strange vase gifted by Kaeya being displayed in the winery’s lobby... 
And every single moment that they’ve had in the past six days. Why had he spent years wondering 
what all of Kaeya’s little pleasantries with him meant if it had probably been obvious this whole 
time? Why had it been, and why is it still, so hard to accept that Kaeya might miss him? 


Kaeya yawns again. “Maybe you’re right about small talk. It does get boring quickly,” Kaeya says, 
lowering onto his side as he pulls the blanket up his body. “I’m taking another nap before it’s too 
late,” he mumbles before snaking an arm around the edge of his pillow. 


Diluc doesn’t like that Kaeya has skipped lunch, especially after throwing up his breakfast not too 
long ago, but he’d better not stop him from sleeping if he feels sleepy. Whatever this “too late” 
thing is, Diluc will take Kaeya’s word for it and will give him the peace of not eating until he 
wakes again. 


“Rest well, Kaeya,” Diluc tells him, pushing himself up from his seat. “Remember to find 
someone if you need anything. Or even call. I'll be nearby.” 


Too tired to reply, Kaeya returns an acknowledging half-nod. 


Absently, Diluc gives Kaeya’s blanketed shoulder a firm squeeze, then he turns on his foot and 
exits the guest bedroom. 


This time Diluc gets three hours to himself before yet another knock sounds on his door. He had 
been filing through the storage closet upstairs when he had heard the knock, and he had been quick 
to set his things aside and hurry downstairs as he prayed that it wasn’t Childe again. 


Of course, things can’t always go the way he wants them to, and in the entryway he’s met with the 
infamed harbinger and a polite but apologetic looking Adelinde. 


Reluctantly, Diluc gives Adelinde a dismissing nod, and she smiles at him and shuffles away. Then 
he goes to face Childe. 


“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” Childe laments. “I did say I would come back later.” 

“T hardly agreed to that,” Diluc grumbles. “Kaeya is asleep right now.” 

Childe points upstairs. “In there?” 

EVOS.': 

Without another word, Childe passes Diluc and strides across the lobby. Diluc follows him. 
“Hey,” he hisses. 

“Calm down,” Childe says. “I'll be as quiet as a bug.” 

Bugs aren’t quiet,” Diluc retorts, climbing the stairs after Childe (geez, this guy is fast!). 


“T just want to see that he’s okay,” Childe tells him, in a hushed tone now that they’re nearing the 
door. 


Diluc holds his breath as he takes a second to control his irritation. “Fine,” he whispers. He doesn’t 
want to argue with him, mostly because he doesn’t want to wake Kaeya, but also because he 
doesn’t want to be on bad terms with any of Kaeya’s friends. At least not while he’s going through 
something where he might need a lot of moral support. Anyway, he’s confident he’ II be able to 
kick Childe out if he ends up doing something idiotic once entering the bedroom. 


Very slowly, Childe twists the doorknob and steps inside as he opens the door. Diluc crosses his 
arms, expecting that he’ Il see him from here and walk away, but then Childe begins tip-toeing into 
the room. Knitting his brows together, Diluc enters the room where he can see Childe who 
continues tip-toeing towards Kaeya’s bedside. It’s astounding that he hasn’t woken up by now. 
These withdrawal symptoms have definitely got him floored if his senses can’t detect a person 
approaching him like this. 


Childe stops at Kaeya’s bedside (not that there’s anywhere else to go since he’s so damn close) and 
places his hands on his thighs. His head hovers over Kaeya’s. Diluc’s lip curls in irritation as his 
body screams at him to haul this weird man out of the room. He holds back for now though— but 
he does stand at the foot of the bed just in case— for the same reasons he did when following 
Childe upstairs. He’d better make this quick. 


Childe grins at Diluc. “He’s so peaceful,” he whispers, and Diluc just cringes. He has a strong 
feeling Childe is going to get punished for this soon. 


After a few more seconds of pointless observing, Childe brings to speak again. “Okay, I’m finish 


”° 


A gasp and a flying fist later, Childe stumbles back as he cups his hand over his nose. “Ah... That 
hurt,”’ he mumbles. 


“Oh my gods,” Kaeya groans, propping himself on his elbow. He glares at Diluc for a second (this 
is when he begins feeling guilty), and then at Childe. “Do you hate me?” he questions. 


“No!” Childe exclaims, removing his hand from his nose. It looks fine, thankfully, just the reactive 
tears in his eyes from the blow. “I am so sorry. I really didn’t mean to scare you.” 


“You think I’m not going to be scared when I’ve got a lunatic staring over my soul like that?” he 
questions before grimacing through a long breath. 


“Well... Hm. I guess you do have a point... Sorry.” 


Kaeya looks very distressed, and Diluc can’t help but feel like he has some part to play in this. “I 
should apologize,” Diluc says. “I knew I should have stopped him sooner, but I—” 


Kaeya waves him off in a way to tell him this isn’t his fault. It zips Diluc up instantly. “Is there 
something you want from me?” Kaeya asks Childe. 


“T came to hang out,” Childe replies as he finishes wiping his eyes with his sleeve. “I thought you’d 
want some company.” 


“Am I diced slime condensate?” Diluc asks. 


“No, no,” Childe responds, shaking his head. “I meant to say extra company. Some more... variety, 
I guess.” 


“Do I look like I need company?” Kaeya asks. 


Childe takes a moment to think about that question, and so does Diluc. Kaeya’s breathing is still 
shaky, and Diluc knows for a fact that he would have calmed himself by now under normal 
circumstances. Alongside this, his face reads exhaustion even though he had just slept, and now the 
glistens of sweat from earlier has become much more noticeable on top of his flushed skin, almost 
like he had just taken a hot bath. He isn’t sure what Childe thinks, but Diluc is positive that even if 
Kaeya doesn’t want company, he needs it. He doesn’t want Kaeya to endure this alone. 


“Yes,” Childe answers. “Let me stay for a little while,” he pleads when Kaeya scoffs. “Dll be the 
entertainment. Or the chef.” He looks at Diluc with a sly smile. “I’m very good in the kitchen, by 
the way.” 


Everyone’s staring at Childe now, but he doesn’t cower with his awkward glares. 
“So...?” Childe asks. 
Kaeya drops back first into his propped pillow. “Okay,” he decides. ““Go make me a sandwich.” 


Childe gives a dramatic bow. “It would be my pleasure, fellow comrade,” he says before marching 
out of the room. 


Once Childe exits the doorway, Kaeya glances at Diluc. “Does he know where he’s going?” 


“T doubt it,” Diluc mumbles. He frowns as Kaeya brings a bent elbow to his head to wipe the 
droplets from his forehead. “Are you sure you’ re alright with having him around? I know you’re 
not well, so don’t try to deny that.” 


“If we send him home now, he’Il just come back tomorrow,” Kaeya breathes. “It’s fine though. His 
company is fun, and he does make good food. It might be the only thing I'll eat right now.” 


Diluc nods gently. As long as Kaeya is fine with this, then he’I] manage himself around him. It 
doesn’t sound like he’s lying when speaking of Childe this way either, so it must be true. 


“Hmph. Okay then,” Diluc says. “I better go find him before he ventures into the wrong room,” he 
realizes. 


“Good idea,” Kaeya says, reaching aside to grab his drink he’d set aside earlier. “I'll be here.” 
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Chapter 14 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“What’s the score?” 


Kaeya presses the side of his head into his pillow, closing his eyes as he answers Childe’s question. 
“T don’t know. I lost count.” 


Childe hums, pacing the length between Kaeya’s bed and the dart board that sits on the wall across 
from it (something Kaeya had decided to leave behind when he’d left). “We can always restart,” 
Childe offers. “Unless you really are keeping count, and you’re just scared I’m going to win.” 


Diluc who sits at the foot of the bed, back facing the others as he reads his book from earlier, looks 
over his shoulder at Childe who twirls a dart in his fingers. “How many games have you two 
played?” he questions. 


“Just two, but they’re taking a little longer, which is okay.” Childe shrugs. 


After Childe made them surprisingly delicious sandwiches from what he could find in the winery’s 
pantry, they’ve simply been lounging around as if they’re waiting for something to happen. Kaeya 
is certainly not feeling great, and Childe wants to help but at this point, it only seems like he’s 
entertaining himself. It’s not like Diluc can do any better though, because all of this seems like 
something they just have to wait out. He actually appreciates Childe right now, because he’s sure 
he’d be boring Kaeya if he wasn’t here at this moment. 


Kaeya releases a soft groan from where he’s curled against the headboard. Diluc gives him a 
concerned look as his face contorts into a grimace. 


“Are you alright?” Diluc asks. 


“No,” Kaeya replies, sounding considerably annoyed. He snakes an arm around his stomach. “I 
don’t know why you keep asking me that like my answer is going to change anytime soon.” 


Diluc exhales through his nose. Kaeya does make a good point. It just seems so habitual to ask, and 
Diluc knows he’Il probably do it again. He hopes Kaeya can manage his verbal concern for 
however long this lasts. 


“What will it be?” Childe asks as he spins around to face Kaeya. “You go and we make up a score, 
or we restart?” 


“T’m gonna puke,” Kaeya mutters, unfolding himself from his curled position. As he scrambles 
across the bed, Diluc grabs the waste bin he'd deliberately left by his feet and brings it up, but it’s 
quickly rejected. “I'll make it,” Kaeya tells him, slinging his hair through a tie as he jogs into the 
bathroom. 


Diluc sighs, placing the bin back down on the floor as the bathroom door shuts a few feet away. He 
sets the book he’d been reading on the bed and positions his body so he can see Childe. He’s 
already doing his own thing, sticking his tongue in the corner of his mouth as he aligns a dart by 
his eyes. Diluc waits for him to throw it before asking him a question. 


“So when do you plan to ask Kaeya about your guys’ thing?” 


“ Our thing ?” Childe laughs. “Why’d you phrase it like that?” 
Diluc feels his face flush. “I don’t know what else to call it. Your guys’ secret?” 


“Much better,” Childe praises, giving him a galling smile. He holds another dart by his eyes. “T 
don’t think now would be a good time for that kind of conversation,” he says before shooting the 
dart. 


“IT know, but—” This is ridiculous. Usually Diluc would be the one minding Kaeya’s mental state 
here, not the other way around. He needs to be patient with both him and Childe. “Never mind,” 
Diluc says. 


“Don’t worry,” Childe says, voice lowering to a more reassuring tone. “I'll do it soon, because it is 
important, but— well, you get how things are.” 


The bathroom door opens and Kaeya stands in the doorway looking defeated. “Never mind,” he 
tells them. 


“You sure?” Childe asks. 

Kaeya’s face greens. “Damn you,” he grumbles, turning away and closing the door again. 
Childe goes back to positioning the final dart. 

“You sure you can’t tell me anything?” Diluc asks. 


“If you know me, you know [ hate secrets,” Childe tells him. “Not many people trust me with 
them. I only keep the ones that I know will protect someone in the long run.” 


Diluc furrows his eyebrows together. ““What’s that supposed to mean?” he questions. 


Childe glances at him behind the dart being held by his face. “Look, I don’t know how to tell you 
not to take it personally so I’m just going to say it. Don’t take it personally.” 


“T’m not taking it personally.” 
“Ebh...” 


1? 


“Tm not!” Diluc demands. 


The bathroom door opens again, and now Kaeya’s hunched over with an arm slung around his 
chest. A pained look twists onto his features. ““Guys—” he grunts. 


Both reading the situation, Childe pockets the dart and steps over to support him and Diluc gets 
himself off of the mattress, lifting the blanket as Childe walks Kaeya back to bed. 


“Your sandwich—” Kaeya’s voice comes out strained and extra breathy, “— tastes awful coming 
back up, by the way.” 


Childe lets go of Kaeya as he faceplants onto the bed. Diluc drapes the blanket over him as Childe 
responds. 


“Aw. I’m heartbroken,” Childe jokes, reaching down to pull the other corner of the blanket around 
Kaeya. 


Diluc frowns as he watches his brother pant into the pillow. His condition somehow got worse in 


this short moment of time. Even his face looks more damp than before he had to throw up. He kind 
of wishes it were him in Kaeya’s position, but he remembers: what are bad habits without 
consequences? 


“T hope I never have to do this again,” Kaeya mutters. 


Diluc sighs as he smooths the covers by Kaeya’s body. “Me too.” 


When the night begins to fall is when Childe decides that he should give Diluc and Kaeya some 
alone time— he tells them this audibly, so this is not out of assumption. Before leaving, he 
mentions to them that he will be nearby because like yesterday. He is going to be staying in 
Mondstadt for the night, and he says to ask him anything if they need help. Diluc almost tells him 
“don’t count on it’, but he doesn’t, and he politely (as he can manage) sees Childe out at the front 
door. 


Either Childe had left at the right time, or Kaeya’s been hiding his true state of being for the time 
he was here, because when Diluc tiredly walks back into the guest bedroom Kaeya’s practically 
seething into his arm in a way that instantly tortures Diluc at the sound. Alarmed, Diluc rushes 
over to his front and brings out a hand to Kaeya’s hand that tightly grips the shirt fabric on his 
shoulder 


“Kaeya, you'll make yourself cramp,” he says tenderly but sternly, using his own fingers to pry 
Kaeya’s whitening fingers from his shoulder. His effort is successful, even though it only ends up 
with Kaeya grasping his hand instead. Diluc doesn’t mind it at all. 


“T think I’m slipping.” Kaeya’s voice is barely a whisper. 
Diluc subconsciously secures the grip on Kaeya’s hand. 
“Don’t leave.” 

“T won’t,” Diluc promises. 

“Okay.” 


Diluc stands idly for as long as it takes for something else to happen, keeping hold of Kaeya’s hand 
as he curls himself into his own body. After a couple minutes, a brief whimper escapes from 
Kaeya. 


“Tt’s not real,” Diluc tells him. He doesn’t know why he says it, but it earns him a single hand 
squeeze from Kaeya. It feels like he’s failed to save Kaeya from rising water, and the only thing he 
can do now is just talk to him above the surface and hope he can hear him. 


Eventually, Kaeya’s breathing grows more quick and ragged. His hand feels limp in Diluc’s hand, 
but he doesn’t let go despite the terror storming in his gut. He silently begs some god for this to 
stop. All he is able to do now is hold his hand and wait for this to pass. Kaeya hasn’t drowned. No, 
not yet. Not ever. 


Shortly after, Diluc realizes that it’s quiet. He looks down to see Kaeya breathing softly, barely 


noticeable compared to his fast, ragged breathing before. Diluc considers that maybe he’s fallen 
asleep, but he can’t get himself to accept that as the answer just yet. The stillness is eerie, like a 
calm before storm type of feeling. Now he’s panicking more than before. 


Diluc gives a desperate squeeze around Kaeya’s hand. “Talk to me,” he begs. 


Kaeya shoots up, gasping for air so loudly that it startles Diluc. He snatches his hand out of Diluc’s 
and doubles forward as he’s sent into a grating fit of dry coughs. 


Eyes wide, Diluc’s hands float out as they look for something to do. “Kaeya? Kaeya?” he asks 
quickly. 


“T can— I can’t—” Kaeya fails to respond through his choking coughs. 
“You can’t what?” Diluc questions urgently, hovering a hand near Kaeya’s jerking shoulder. 
“S— I can’t s—” His coughs trigger a harsh gag, further interrupting his speaking. 


Diluc reaches down to bring the waste bin under Kaeya’s chin. He takes it in his lap, but he doesn’t 
do anything with it as he's still preoccupied with coughing. 


Before Diluc is able to say something else, Kaeya manages to croak out, “I can’t see,” before going 
into gasp for air. 


“Yes you can,” Diluc responds firmly for the sake of needing Kaeya to believe him. “Open your 


eye.” 

Kaeya doesn’t say anything, but instead keeps coughing. This time less stronger than the 
beginning, but now there’s more time for wheezing in between. Diluc doesn’t even realize that he’s 
gone from being frozen to rubbing circles on Kaeya’s back like a mother would with her sick 

child. 


The coughs stop soon after, and it leaves Kaeya recovering with his head hung over the bin. Diluc 
hears Kaeya spit into it before he utters under his breath. “I can still smell the smoke.” 


Diluc pauses on the back rub. Kaeya sounds more coherent now, but he can’t tell for sure if he’s 
fully back yet. His stomach churns as he processes Kaeya’s words. “From where?” he replies 
anxiously. 


Kaeya gives a single sharp cough before responding. “I need water,” he rasps. 


Right away, Diluc steps away from Kaeya and walks into the bathroom to retrieve a glass for him. 
His body feels weightless, like it’s moving on its own as he reaches for the glass cup sitting on the 
vanity. Not a single thought enters Diluc’s mind as the water burbles into the glass. Is this some 
kind of physiological response? He almost feels stupid as he reenters the bedroom until he’s 
hurrying to Kaeya again. 


Upon stepping foot into the room, Kaeya begins retching into the waste bin. It’s violent and 
horrible to Diluc’s ears. It sounds like he’s trying to get something out of him rather than just being 
inclined to vomit because he’s nauseous. He rushes to his side with the water and holds it by his 
face. 


“Water, here,” he tells him. “It’Il help you.” 


Kaeya shakes his head. Diluc can’t see his face because of the bangs that hang forward, though he 


isn’t sure if he wants to see his face either. “No. No water,” Kaeya pleads before letting out another 
choking cough. 


Diluc feels tense. “Just a drink. Please, Kaeya,” he says, lightly pushing down the top of the bin to 
show that he has water for him. 


“Stop— stop,” Kaeya whispers, reaching out to gently shove the glass away. Not looking up, he 
slides the bin off of his lap, placing it on the floor by his feet. Diluc is left dumbstruck as Kaeya 
keeps his gaze low where his nails dig into his thighs. 


Diluc sets the water on the nightstand then cautiously lowers himself next to Kaeya— on the 
unpatched side of his body like he has always made sure to do when he wanted to sit next to him. 
Kaeya still doesn’t look at him, but his hands move to his face where he then pulls off his 
eyepatch. Diluc feels himself frown as he watches Kaeya set the patch aside. His bangs still loom 
over his face. 


“Give me your hand,” Kaeya mutters. 

Diluc raises his eyebrows. “My hand?” 

“Just— can you? Please?” Kaeya’s voice quavers heavily. 

For some reason, Diluc doesn't move. His brain is firing like machinery on an icy day. 


Kaeya raises his head and opens his eyes. Both eyes. Diluc doesn't see the grimace Kaeya makes, 
as he once again is struck by the vision of Kaeya’s cursed, disfigured Abyss Mage eye. The wound 
from days ago has scarred now, but the skin around it looks just as unhealthy as it did before. 


When Kaeya is reaching over his torso, Diluc snaps out of his wonder and realizes that Kaeya is 
trying to grab his hand. He lifts it for him, and Kaeya grabs the given wrist with both hands, 
proceeding to lean forward to press the palm of Diluc’s hand onto his mage eye. Almost 
immediately at the touch, a hitched sob sounds from Kaeya’s chest. 


“Oh.” The word just comes out of Diluc as a reaction, and for a second, he can’t make himself 
move, but he forces himself out of it. Though Kaeya still has a grip on his right hand, he brings his 
left one up to gently wrap it around the top of his head, guiding him into his chest where he cries 
softly. 


The skin around Kaeya’s eye— and perhaps also the eye as well— feels so cold under Diluc’s 
palm. Like the ice found in the frozen lakes of Dragonspine, maybe even colder. He thinks about 
warming up his palm for him, but he can’t tell what Kaeya wants. He wishes he could tell what 
Kaeya is thinking about— and what he was thinking about before. 


Diluc gazes down at his brother who continues to cower away in his wracking sniffles. 


Or maybe not. Kaeya is traumatized, there’s no doubt to it, and Diluc knows there are likely many 
stories that Kaeya hasn’t told him. It doesn’t upset him though. Maybe it would have before, but 
not anymore. If this is what past fears do to him now many years later, Diluc does not want to 
experience life in Kaeya’s head for very long. 


However, that comment about smoke scares him... He’s tearing apart at the thought of what 
answer he might get if he asks about it. 


The grip Kaeya has on Diluc’s wrist loosens as the moment passes. His outburst isn’t as bad as the 
one he had at Wangshu... Well, bad crying-wise. This is frightening, the moment six days ago was 


just shocking. Something in him even breaks a little when he feels Kaeya pushing himself out of 
his embrace, sitting up as he smears the corner of his eye with his fingers. 


“Tt doesn’t cry,” Kaeya laughs weakly. He looks at Diluc. His right eye is bright and glimmering, 
the glow contrasts noticeably against his mangled skin. Was it like this before? “I never deemed 
mages as emotional creatures anyway.” 


Same with you until that day at Daduapa, Diluc wants to say. He just blinks. The air by his chest 
feels oddly scarce. 


“Sorry,” Kaeya says, reaching aside to pick his eyepatch up. Stone-faced, he begins to tie it around 
his head again. 


“You said you smelled smoke,” Diluc blurts. 

Kaeya freezes, glaring at the space ahead of him. 

“T left you in the blazed grass. When you got your vision.” He just keeps on talking. 
Kaeya closes his eye. 


“There was so much of it— smoke. I summoned a great deal of pyro that night. Is this from then? I 
didn’t—” 


“Please stop talking,” Kaeya whispers, finishing the tie behind his head. 


Diluc stops speaking, but only for a moment. The words force their way out of him again. “I need 
to know,” he says. It sounds almost demanding. 


“No,” Kaeya says, raising his voice. “We’re not talking about that, alright?” 
Diluc feels sick. 


Kaeya has to look away. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to see Diluc’s face , but he can’t get himself 
to give him the promise that he’s wrong. He probably wouldn't believe a simple “it’s not you” 
answer without an explanation anyway. 


Kaeya reaches an arm out. “Would you hand me the waste bin, please?” he mumbles. 
Diluc bends forward and hands it to him. 


He might have to make use of this when Kaeya’s done here. 


The next half an hour leaves Diluc on edge. He wasn’t freaked out about the whole smoke thing 
when it was first said but now that the episode passed, it burns into his mind like a branding iron 

on flesh. Kaeya’s refusal to comment on his worries was like a punch in the gut. To be possibly one 
of the underlying causes of Kaeya’s turmoil makes him want to tear his hair out. 


But he doesn’t show it. He doesn’t show it because while he himself is internally paranoid and 
panicked, Kaeya still outwardly shows these same symptoms on top of still not looking visibly 


healthy. He can’t hide his mental state completely though, as he can tell that Kaeya can sense his 
distress when he’s sitting next to him and patting his back. He notices Diluc’s forced deadpan 
when he brings him a new bottle of VIOLET BLISS!, and the way he looks rather surprised when 
Kaeya tries to say something to him definitely doesn’t go unnoticed either. 


Diluc is a tiny bit relieved when Barbara shows up at his door because he needs some time to 
compose himself— to convince himself that what he presumes isn’t true. He allows the deaconess 
inside and shows her up to Kaeya’s room where he parts ways back down the stairs. He thinks he 
senses a little confusion— some concern too— from Barbara when he turns away, but he ignores 
it. He needs his time alone for now. 


Diluc isn’t sure how much time passes before Barbara returns downstairs by the fireplace where he 
sits at the tea table, dazing into the flickering flame ahead. The gentle, small hand that suddenly 
appears on his shoulder blade doesn’t make him flinch. It doesn’t frighten him at all actually. It’s 
an easing feeling. 


“Are you feeling alright, Master Diluc?” asks Barbara. 
He blinks at the fire, then at her. “Yes, I am alright. How is Kaeya?” 


“His fever is relatively high, but it’s nothing to worry about.” She smiles warm heartedly. “I would 
recommend a wet towel on his forehead— possibly his underarms too— alongside lots of water to 
drink. It’s very normal for someone to get dehydrated at this point in detox,” she tells him. 


Diluc nods. The fire whirs beside him. 


“He seems to be recovering regularly,” Barbara concludes, floating her hand off of his shoulder, “T 
should go so you can go be with him. Moral support is very important, as you might have figured 
out.” 


A reminder of the pyro slime plush in his pocket buzzes in the back of his head. Diluc rises to his 
feet. “Thank you, Barbara. I appreciate your help,” he says. “I'll make sure to do all the things you 
mentioned.” 


Another kind smile. “You’re welcome, Master Diluc. I will do anything to help a friend,” she 
replies. 


Diluc accompanies her out the door where she waves a final goodbye and he returns a simple raise 
of the hand. He waits a moment to watch her leave before closing the door and heading for the 
stairs. 


Towels and water. He could do that. Moral support. He could do that too, it just would require a 
little more effort. All he has to do is take the smoke comment and shove it somewhere in his brain 
where it can’t escape like one would do with a mangy cur. 


The guest door is ajar, and Diluc doesn’t stall when strolling in. He’s here to help and comfort, just 
like what Barbara said. No need for being anxious and hesitant. 


Almost immediately upon walking inside, a stomp sounds from the wall dividing the bedroom and 
the bathroom. Diluc’s heart jerks at the noise. 


He almost opens his mouth to say something until a louder tumbling interrupts him. 


“A gh— Shit!” 


Another forceful thump compels Diluc to rush towards the door. 
“T’m coming in!” His hand is inches from the doorknob when he says this. 
“No-no— wait—!” 


Kaeya is too far from the door to stop him, and Diluc gusts in only to feel himself retract when his 
eyes catch sight of his worst fear. 


There's a pink mountain of skin. It snakes from the left corner of his exposed abdomen all the way 
down to his right hip where the top of his pants sit. Little branches of scar tissue sprout from the 
snake like the roots of a growing tree. The scarred skin is thick and ugly, something that could not 
have arose without a grave amount of suffering. The skin that abides around the scar is blotched 
and cracked, splinters of lighter skin horribly decorating the backdrop of the gruesome, mended 
wound. 


This disfiguration of skin tells Diluc one thing for sure— it’s a burn scar, and it's one that Kaeya 
definitely didn’t have before they parted ways. His eyes aren’t deceiving him. 


This is all Diluc’s doing. 
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Chapter 15 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Hot bile pools at the back of Diluc’s throat. He forces himself to swallow it as he tears his eyes 
away from the wreckage. Kaeya stares at him with a face that only reads pure heartbreak. 


“This isn’t what you think,” Kaeya tries, but Diluc knows he’s lying, and Kaeya knows Diluc 
knows too. 


“Yes it is,” Diluc replies, feeling heart race increase against his ribs. “Yes it is,” he repeats with 
more urgency. “That’s me.” 


“No. This is from much later,” Kaeya says, forcing himself out of his sad expression. 


“Tt is, Kaeya!” He’ll argue his way into getting Kaeya to admit it because he knows it’s true. Diluc 
paces towards him and grips onto his biceps. Not realizing how hot his skin is to the touch, he 
gazes at Kaeya— nearly nose to nose— with desperate eyes. “That was me. I did it! Say it Kaeya,” 
he begs through his teeth. 


“Diluc. Calm down.” Kaeya’s voice is so incredibly soft. An attempt to ease Diluc’s panic, but it 
doesn’t help. His eyes burn and his face runs cold. He needs Kaeya to say the truth. 


“T can’t,” Diluc replies. “Please. Please tell me.” 


Patiently, Kaeya grabs into Diluc’s wrists to unhinge them from his arms. Holding onto his wrists 
still, he closes his eye to sigh, then stares Diluc in the eyes. “Yes,” he says. “It’s your doing. I’m 
past it, the wound is healed, and there’s nothing you nor I can do about it, okay?” 


Diluc feels his body tremble, even within Kaeya’s hold. He unwittingly glances down at Kaeya’s 
snaking scar, which only causes him to panic more. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asks. 


“There was no reason to once you came back,” Kaeya explains slowly. “I forgave you, remember? 
This scar has nothing on us.” 


Us. Not “me”. Not “you”. Us. 


Diluc squints as his vision blurs. It feels like a dagger is being slid down the bag of his throat. His 
emotions are intoxicating. “I hurt you. I almost killed you. I— I—” 


“T know,” Kaeya says. He still sounds so patient, like he’s talking to a child. How embarrassing. 
“You did almost kill me, but look: ’m here now. You’re here now. We’re fixing things. Don’t let a 
little scratch hold you back.” His voice is so firm yet so gentle. 


Diluc wants to protest, but no words make it out. Kaeya’s voice rings clear in his thoughts. 
Forgave... Us.... Here.... His head hurts, his chest aches, his eyes sting, his teeth chatter, and his 
face so, so warm. 


Kaeya, very feverish and unwell, takes no hesitation to comfort his brother. His untypically warm 
hands have left Diluc’s wrists and have now found themselves against the sides of his cheeks. 


He can’t make out Kaeya’s face through the blur, but he can feel his thumbs swiping the area 


under his eye. Diluc didn’t mean to cry. He never means to cry, but especially not now. He’s 
supposed to be helping Kaeya, not the other way around. 


Diluc forces a sob down his throat, bowing his head as he feels more slimy liquid drizzling down 
his cheek. Stop, stop. Stop crying. Ever— 


“_vthing’s okay, Diluc. Don’t cry because you’ll make me cry too,” he hears Kaeya say. 


An involuntary choke releases from Diluc’s chest. Gods, he feels so foolish now. He wants to cut it 
out, to save the tears for another day, but they won’t stop. 


“C’ mere.” 


His head is being pulled forward and downward, just for Kaeya to kiss the top of his forehead 
between the mess of his bangs. It feels like sunshine after a cold morning. Curse Kaeya, because 
crying is all Diluc wants to do now. 


From behind his head and the middle of his back, Diluc feels himself being guided into an 
embrace. Instinctively, his hands float upwards and meet behind Kaeya’s heated back to return the 
gesture. Diluc bites on his sobs, reducing them to sniffles as he presses the side of his face into 
Kaeya’s shoulder. The hug feels secure and safe. Very safe. It somehow reminds Diluc of better 
times and better days, like when his father would hug him and Kaeya before sending them to bed, 
or like the hugs he and Kaeya would give each other when one of them came home injured or 
woke up very sick. It feels like what family felt like. 


Being so near Kaeya all this time, he never for a second considered that he might’ ve missed Kaeya 
like Kaeya missed him. He realizes now that Kaeya has always felt so close and yet so far. Now 
it’s different. Being hugged by Kaeya now doesn’t feel inordinate and aberrant. For the first time in 
years, Diluc is fully home, right here in the arms of his dearest brother. 


“Ahem.” 


Diluc flinches as he’s brought back into the guest room ensuite. Kaeya releases him so he can turn 
and face the voice as he scrambles to wipe his face with his hands. Unfortunately, it doesn’t hide 
anything— especially since this person has definitely been standing nearby for some time. 


Elzer can’t help but offer a sympathetic smile. “I apologize for intruding, but I did not want to 
ignore the stumbling around I heard up here. Is everyone alright?” he asks, clasping his hands 
behind his back. 


“T believe so,” Diluc manages to answer. His voice is still shaky. Dammit. 


“Yeah. That was me,” Kaeya says, stepping aside so Elzer can see him. He gives his own face a 
single swipe of the hand as he speaks. “I nearly passed out, but I caught myself. I guess it was a 
little more noisy than I intended.” 


Diluc can tell Elzer is trying not to look at Kaeya’s ginormous scar. Being a butler for the 
Ragvindr’s for almost twenty years now and knowing what happened that night after Crepus died, 
Diluc can only guess that he is assuming the same thing he did when he first saw the scar. “Has the 
vertigo passed?” he asks Kaeya. 


Kaeya gives an honest response, a small frown turning on his lips. “No, not really. I should 
probably sit or lie down before I end up hurting myself,” he replies, leaning his hip against the sink 
beside him. 


Diluc feels a little guilty for keeping him upright all this long, and for not noticing too. Of course, 
Kaeya glances at him with a look that reads “You’re fine. Stop worrying so much”. Can Diluc be 
mad this time that Kaeya can read him so well?” 


“T will bring up a tray of water and food that should ease that— at least somewhat. You are 
running a temperature as well, so there isn’t much food and water can do, but it is worth a try,” 
Elzer says, shrugging slightly. 


Kaeya nods softly. “That’s fine,” he says. “I'll pass on eating for now, thank you, but I would 
appreciate some water.” 


Elzer nods. “Of course, Sir Kaeya. I completely understand. Do you two need anything else?” 
Diluc, feeling a little disoriented still, shakes his head. “I’m quite alright, Mr. Elzer. Thank you.” 
“Same here. Thank you, Mr. Elzer,” Kaeya replies. 

“T shall be back shortly,” Elzer says before stepping away. 


After a moment, Diluc turns to face Kaeya who appears to be dazing into the near distance. Oh no, 
oh no, oh n— 


Then Kaeya notices that Diluc is facing him, and he blinks at him with a small smirk. “Isn’t my 
scar kind of cool though?” he asks. 


Surprisingly, the question doesn’t upset him. Diluc almost laughs, actually. “My answer will be 
biased, so I’m not going to say anything,” he mumbles. 


“Oh, fine,” Kaeya sighs, now resting his hip and hand on the counter. 


A spark of curiosity appears in Diluc’s mind, and he glances at Kaeya’s lounge belt sitting on top 
of his pajama bottoms. “I have a question,” he begins. 


“Can we get out of here first?” Kaeya asks, wincing at him through a bleary eye. 
Whoops. How could he forget? “Yes, of course,” Diluc answers. 


Kaeya shoots him a quick smile before pushing himself off the sink. He has to pause for a moment, 
placing a hand on Diluc’s shoulder for support as his body processes the blood pressure change, 
then walks off. Diluc follows him closely, mimicking his slow pace until Kaeya dumps himself 
onto the bed with a grunt. He presses his hands on the mattress underneath him and brings a bent 
leg up against the side of the bed. It’s a rather casual position that Diluc can tell Kaeya is trying to 
force for some reason. The slight cross-eye he’s always had when he really wasn't feeling well that 
he has now is a dead giveaway. 


“Your question?” Kaeya asks. 


“You know how cryo wielders tend to run colder than others?” Diluc asks. “You’d think that 
would help you out here, no?” 


“Tt only really helps with environmental temperatures... the sun, fires, crowded rooms, sitting with 
you after you lost a chess match...” Kaeya trails, smirking slightly at the end of his sentence. 


Diluc scoffs, pretending (“pretending”) to be offended at his comment. 


“T’m not immune to the common fever, apparently,” he sighs. “I kinda wish I was though,” he 


mutters as his gaze falls. He suddenly looks at Diluc. “Oh-- I left my shirt on the counter in the 
bathroom. Could you fetch it for me?” 


“Of course.” Diluc returns to the bathroom where he finds the light blue pajama top crumpled 
beside the sink. Right away he notices the faint sweat marks along the neckline and the underarms. 
He realizes what happened in Kaeya’s head just now. Diluc takes the shirt in his hands and walks 
back into the bedroom. “If you are hot, you don’t have to wear this shirt, by the way,” he tells him. 


Kaeya snickers. “I’ve heard that one before,” he replies as he takes the top from Diluc’s 
outstretched hand. 


Diluc fails to hold back a small snort. “You’re worried about me seeing your scar still,” he says. “I 
appreciate it, but you should be the most comfortable one here.” 


“Are you sure?” Kaeya asks, unfolding the shirt in his hands. “I’m really not that warm, anyways.” 
Diluc shrugs. “I’m sure. It’s up to you in the end.” 


Kaeya thinks for a few seconds. “I think I’d better put it on. Maybe it will humble myself given the 
way you worded that sentence when you walked back in here...” he says before pulling the top 
over his head. 


“That was not on purpose.” 


The playful moment passes by quickly after Kaeya manages to get himself inside the shirt. He pulls 
his head out of the neck hole looking heavily disoriented. 


“Perhaps you should lie down,” Diluc more-or-less suggests. 


Kaeya doesn’t complain. He lowers his head onto the pillow, slowly flipping onto his back as he 
pulls the covers over his torso 


“T can’t believe I’m going through all of this just because of some booze,” Kaeya moans. It only 
sounds like he’s half joking. “I sorta wanna go and—” 


“You’re not getting alcohol served to you here,” Diluc says. 


“Relax, would you?” Upon saying this, Kaeya grimaces at himself, as if he’s recoiling on his own 
words. “I was going to say I wanna go and strangle my nineteen-year-old self for getting into all 
that bullshit— oops, sorry.” 


“You think I still care about your swearing?” Diluc asks. 


“T try not to do it much around people that avoid it or despise it,” Kaeya replies, bringing up a hand 
to wipe his forehead. His bangs are practically glued on to his skin right now. Diluc wonders how 
Kaeya even has the energy to chatter with him with all of his ill-being. 


“T don’t despise swearing,” Diluc scoffs. 

Kaeya raises a lazy eyebrow. “Say the F-word then.” 
He gives him a flippant answer. “Fornication.”. 
“Fornication?” Kaeya repeats. 


Diluc looks at Kaeya. “Fatherlessness.” 


“Now I feel like you’re making fun of me,” Kaeya grumbles. 
“T’m making fun of myself too,” Diluc points out. 
“With fornication as well?” Kaeya questions. 


“What?” 


“What?” 
“May I come in?” 


Diluc turns his head to look at Elzer who stands in the doorway, holding a tray that displays a glass 
of water, a small basin, and a short stack of washcloths. Saved by the butler. 


Thank the archons. 


Diluc hadn’t realized how late it was until the susurrus of the building had vanished. It was well 
past hour where his maids had clocked out to their housing off the manor, and it’s about the time 
where Elzer would likely be readying himself for bed in his quarters downstairs. 


What an extremely long day it had been. What an extremely long week it had been, actually. Diluc 
can feel the exhaustion catching up to him as he sits in the chair by Kaeya’s bed, wringing out a 
washcloth over the basin. He suppresses a yawn as he brings the rag to his forehead. 


Kaeya, after sighing in relief, gazes at Diluc with equally tired eyes. “Diluc?” he murmurs. 
“Yes?” he asks, continuing to adjust the washcloth on his forehead. 
“There’s some things I need to do... once I’m better,” he says. 


Diluc glances at him. Is he delirious? His fever wasn't that bad last time he checked... He decides 
to play along for now. “And those are?” he questions. 


“T gotta pay for what they did to her.” 
Her? ...Her. Her. Is Kaeya talking about his passed sister? 


“Eyril?” Diluc asks, really pushing a casual tone. He keeps moving as if this topic is nothing 
serious. 


Kaeya hums. “I need to stop something. I think that’s what I have to do,” he decides thoughtfully. 
Diluc stands upright, gazing down at his brother. “Stop what?” he asks. 


“Just something. Don’t worry. I can handle it, just ask Childe,” Kaeya says, somewhat matter-of- 
factly. 


Diluc clenches his jaw at the mention of this Fatui harbinger’s name. He is starting not to mind 
him as much as he did before, but for some reason, him being mentioned in his context scares him. 


But, he chooses not to argue on it for now. One, because it’s really not the time for that, and two, 
because Childe has plans to talk with Kaeya about sharing whatever secret they have. Perhaps that 
will give Kaeya’s words some meaning— if there is any meaning to them. 


“Maybe I will,” Diluc says. Maybe he will 


Not a lot of time passes before Kaeya expresses his need to sleep, and Diluc bids him a goodnight 
before heading off to his own bed. He’s so tired, and he expects to be knocked out once his silk 
clad body hits the mattress, but the comfort of his bed zaps his brain awake. Damned insomnia. He 
gets it way too often these days, and it’s triggered far too easily now. He’s not even that worried 
anymore, so why is he awake? 


Maybe his brain is too shocked trying to comprehend the day’s events. All starting with him 
picking up Kaeya at the hospital, to Kaeya falling asleep at his side, when his friends came over— 
which now that he thinks about it, surprised Kaeya? Why? Diluc has always known that everyone 
loves Kaeya, even if they act like they didn't. The only people that didn’t like Kaeya were his 
enemies, and his enemies were everyone’s enemies too. It’s a personal thing, Diluc decides, the 
reason why Kaeya was shocked to see his friends coming to visit him 


Maybe Diluc shouldn’t think about this for too long. 


So many more things happened... meeting Xinyan, the gift of the pyro plush that Diluc had totally 
forgotten about but Kaeya remembered and had? He almost feels guilty for not remembering such 
a thing. In the dark, Diluc can see the shadow of it’s small figure sitting on top of the small pile of 
books on his nightstand. 


Ugh. His head aches. Can he just fall asleep already? 


The latter half of the day was the most stress inducing. He still wants to know what Kaeya was 
experiencing when he claimed to smell smoke. Is it smart to ask though? After all of this? Is the 
scar confirmation enough? 


That damned scar... How had he not noticed it before? Especially when he was taping Kaeya’s ribs 
at the Wangshu Inn where he easily should have been able to see the scar. Maybe he had just been 
too focused on everything else going on, and maybe Kaeya was hiding it in plain sight. That’s what 
he had been doing when he was unbuttoning his shirt earlier today, anyway. What a clever man. If 
Kaeya hadn’t felt dizzy in the bathroom, perhaps their conversation would never have happened. 


Diluc yawns. 
That conversation. The one that reminded him of home. 
His eyes grow heavy. 


Seeing that scar and the aftermath ended up being a blessing in disguise. It mended some wounds 
in their relationship that Diluc didn’t even knew existed. Having Kaeya in his house doesn’t seem 
so strange anymore. 


Darkness. 


co luc! ” 


Diluc jolts his head off the pillow. 
“Stop! No— stop! Let me—” 


Throwing the covers off, Dilucs swings his legs out of bed and races across the hall. He presses a 
palm against the door as adrenaline pumps his veins back awake. “Kaeya, wake up!” 


“Please, please, please—” 

“Kaeya!” he says more boldly. 

“Diluc!” Kaeya gasps. 

“It’s me,” he tells the door. “I’m here.” 

There’s panting for a short moment before Kaeya speaks again. “Can I see you?” 


“Yes. ’'m coming in,” Diluc says. He slowly twists the knob so as not to make any jumpy 
movements then reveals himself inside the dark room. Kaeya, whose rag had fallen off onto his 
lap, stares at him in the shadows, still breathing heavily. 


“That was...” Kaeya begins. He grunts, proceeding to turn his head into his shoulder. Looks like 
he had ended up rejecting his shirt once Diluc had left the room. “I can hardly think at the 
moment,” he groans. 


“Are you okay?” Diluc asks, keeping his hand on the doorknob. 


“T just had a terrible nightmare,” he says within the warm darkness. “I haven’t had one like this in 
ages...” 


Diluc tries to calm the situation by keeping the topic tame. “Must be the detox.” 
“Yeah... must be.” Kaeya lets out a shallow breath. “I need a drink. Really badly.” 
“You’re not getting one,” Diluc responds right away. “I’m sorry.” 

“Why not?” 

“Beca—” 

“Never mind,” Kaeya sighs. “Are you sleepy?” 


“No. Why?” It’s not so much of a lie. He’s probably just as awake as Kaeya is now. Either way, he 
doesn’t want to leave Kaeya like this before he’s established that he really is feeling okay. 


“Hold on,” Kaeya says. 


Diluc watches as he steps out of bed, bringing the white throw blanket while he’s at it. He then 
approaches Diluc, the blanket draped over his shoulder, and takes him by the elbow. 


“Follow me,” Kaeya tells him. 


“You better not lead me to the wine cellar,” says Diluc, as he’s now walking with Kaeya out of the 
bedroom. 


“T’m not,” Kaeya replies, glancing over his shoulder to see him. “Don’t worry. Just follow me. No 


questions until we get there.” 


Diluc let’s out a sharp sigh. Being led around in his own house and he doesn’t even know where 
he’s going. Oh well. He’ll let Kaeya do this. Whatever he needs to get back to sleep— 


Or whatever he’s doing. 
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Diluc expends them to take an immediate right when walking out of the room, as there isn’t 
anything notable upstairs that Kaeya could possibly want, but he’s pulled away from the stairs and 
they continue down the mezzanine. Maybe there’s something in his bedroom that Kaeya wants, 
Diluc decides, but that’s not the case either. They round the corner and move to the opposite side 
of the building, the side where Crepus’ barely touched room is and where the study room lies. 
Diluc’s heart beats as they approach his father’s old room, but again, he is guided away. 


“Almost there,” Kaeya comments quietly, still gently holding onto Diluc’s elbow. 


They reach a dead end, between the study room door and the storage closet door. Kaeya softly 
kicks the study room door and steps inside, letting his hand fall against the blanket hanging on his 
shoulder. Dubiously, Diluc steps in with him, lingering in the center of the room as Kaeya makes 
his way to the set of bookshelves against the right wall. Instantly, Diluc can tell what Kaeya wants. 


Kaeya grunts as he bends down slightly to pick up the object sitting on its floor stand. He turns 
around and brandishes a classical guitar towards Diluc’s chest, the strings reverberating softly at 
the sudden movement. 


“Play me something,” Kaeya commands, smiling against the dim lighting of the study room. 
Diluc shuffles back. “I don’t play.” 


“Well, someone must. Master Crepus didn’t play, and who else goes in your study room?” Kaeya 
asks. His grip on the guitar’s neck is tight. 


Diluc takes it from him. “I...” he isn’t sure what to say. He gazes down at the guitar in his hand. 
“It’s been awhile,” he mumbles. 


“Good enough for me. I’m all ears for anything,” Kaeya says, turning around to plop himself down 
onto a small couch underneath the window. 


“T don’t know about this,” Diluc replies, clear hesitance in his voice. He’s never played for anyone 
before, not even Jean, who had been curious about his guitar when she came over to retrieve 
something from his small library. The only people that might’ ve heard him play would be his staff, 
but even then he makes sure to practice discreetly, when they are less likely to check in on him or 
be walking around. 


“You're going to play, and I’m going to listen,’ Kaeya says before curling back first onto the 
couch. It’s just big enough for his knees to bend over the armrest and for his head to rest against the 


opposite armrest. 


Diluc glances at his guitar again before accepting defeat. Keeping hold of the instrument, Diluc 
shoves a nearby armchair by Kaeya’s feet and lowers himself into it while Kaeya drapes the white 
throw blanket over his exposed abdomen. Diluc can hear Kaeya’s failure to suppress a shaky 
exhale as he mounts the guitar on his thigh. Maybe... this can help him, in the same way it helped 
Diluc years before. 


“What’s wrong?” 


Diluc blinks, shaking himself out of his short lasting daze. His fingers are already shaped to an 
opening chord he has yet to strum. “Nothing. Playing guitar makes me a little— never mind,” he 
sighs. “I'll play you a song. It’s one of my favorites.” 


“T’m ready,” Kaeya says, letting his head fall back against the arm rest. 


Diluc strums very slowly as his tired brain fires up the muscle memory in his fingers to continue 
on. He used to need sheet music for this tune, but he played it so many times that eventually he no 
longer had the need for it. The song happens to be useful for any situation. He played it to carry on 
his sorrow, but also played it to bring him comfort on sleepless nights. It’s a lullaby of victory and 
loss, of joy and despair. It really is up to the listener and their mood to decide what the song is to 
them. That’s why Diluc loves it so much, it’s simplicity and ambiguity. This could be the only 
song he knew how to play, or even ever listen to, and he would be fine. 


When the song comes to an end, and when the final note finishes it’s lingering in the crisp air, 
Diluc only then realizes that Kaeya has been staring at him with a mesmerized gleam in his eye. 


“That was amazing— No, I’m serious, Diluc,” Kaeya says, lifting his head from his couch. 
“Where’d you learn to play like that?” 


Diluc’s face is burning ferociously. He’s never been one to accept praise regularly. “Thank you,” 
he replies softly. He gently plucks a chord on his guitar as he continues speaking. “I spent a long 
time in Fontaine due to an arrow to the back of my knee.” 


“Ow.” 


“Yeah.” Diluc hates to admit it, but there were many more injuries like that that he experienced 
over his time away. He had gotten so used to Kaeya having his back that he was strongly 
unprepared defensively when setting off on his journey. In fact most of his wounds are on his 
back, and it nearly prevented him from going forth with his greatsword usage. “I needed a long 
time to heal since the impact ruptured one of my tendons, and I came across a man teaching an all- 
levels guitar class in the park. I figured ‘why not’, and went to go buy a guitar from the local music 
shop. I ended up enjoying it more than I thought, and took it with me for the rest of my journey— 
along with a music book I had gotten before leaving,” Diluc explains, his fingers continuing to tap 
against the strings. “Music... helped me a lot, I'll admit. I might’ve gone insane if I hadn’t picked 
up the guitar.” 


“That’s incredible,” Kaeya sighs, resting his head back to gaze at the ceiling. “I wish I had 
something like that after Master Crepus died. I probably would have fixed things by now” 


There’s a somewhat introspective silence for a long moment before Diluc positions his fingers for 
another song. “Another song?” he asks. 


Kaeya closes his eye. “Be my guest.” 


When morning peeks through the frail curtains, Diluc wakes with a feeling of freshness wavering 
upon his shoulders. He’s not laying down, at least not fully. Half of his body seeps off the 
armchair, leaving the lower part of his back hovering off the cushioning. He winces tightly against 
the sunlight as he slides his hands against the obscure objects he has his arms around. 


Ah. It’s his guitar. 


Memories of yesterday sit like pudding in his brain. It aches him for a moment, but he collects 
himself once he sits up and blinks away the fog. The first thing he notices is that Kaeya is missing 
from his spot on the loveseat across from him. He’d better go find him before something happens, 
or to just say good morning. 


So Diluc hoists himself off of the armchair, ignoring the crick in his neck as he straightens up, 
places his guitar back in it’s stand, and shuffles out of the study room. 


He looks for Kaeya in the guest bedroom and finds that he’s not in there, though his suitcase is 
now opened and his blue pajamas are crumpled inside. He makes a mental note to wash those for 
him later. 


Diluc figures that Kaeya must’ve gone downstairs then. That can be the only option. 


Because he’s not worried about Kaeya’s whereabouts-- he trusts Elzer wouldn’t have let him go 
too far-- he makes a detour to his own bedroom to change into his daytime clothes. As he walks 
into his room, tugging his hair out of it’s prolonged ponytail, a gentle breeze alerts him of one of 
the ajar glazed doors leading to his ensuite balcony. Must be Kaeya, Diluc deduces. 


And it is. Kaeya-- now changed into a pair of loose tan slacks and an equally loose off-white 
button up-- is facing the horizon, his arms casually crossed over the balustrade. He peeks over his 
shoulder to acknowledge Diluc when he enters the doorway. 


“There you are,” Kaeya greets. 


“Good morning,” Diluc replies, joining Kaeya by the railing. He’s always found it astonishing that 
he can see the peak of Draginspine from his winery. It’s a beautiful sight to see. “Have you been 
awake long?” he asks Kaeya. 


“Technically no. I woke up ten minutes ago,” Kaeya says before sighing into the chill morning air. 
“Technically?” Diluc asks. 


“T kept waking up last night. At least five times I did,” he grumbles before going to drink from the 
glass of water sitting on the railing. “It was very frustrating, especially since your guitar playing 
sorta knocked me out before. But, I threw up bile this morning and it tasted like cheap beer, so I’m 
fine now.” 


“You could have woken me up.” 


Kaeya gives a suppressed laugh. “You’ve done enough for me,” he says. “Anyway, how could I 
have possibly woken up such a cute face?” he swoons before dropping his voice sarcastically. 


“You know you drool when you sleep.” 


“Thanks for letting me know,” Diluc mutters, swiping at the bottom of his lip (yikes, he’s right). 
“You should have gone back to your bedroom,” he tells Kaeya. 


Kaeya just hums, gazing off into the distance again. “The sun never shines in Khaenri’ah.” He 
glances at Diluc. “Did you know that?” 


Of course not. “No,” Diluc replies. “Although I’m not surprised to hear that.” 


“Some part of the land was always on fire or scorned. I think a normal human would have died 
from smoke inhalation if they lived down there for too long. I never even knew what the damn sun 
looked like until I was sent off,” Kaeya says ruefully. “I knew brightness, but I never knew the 


” 


sun. 


Diluc looks at him. “Wow,” is all he can say at first. He takes a moment to think before continuing. 
“Do you think about Khaenri’ah a lot?” 


“Archons no,” Kaeya answers. “Not on purpose, at least. Things have been... different recently.” 
He goes to sip on his water again. 


“Ts it the withdrawals?” Diluc asks. Maybe Jean can help with her healing skill... or Lisa — ah, but 
she said messing with one’s mentality isn’t smart. Perhaps a nice cup of tea or.... 


“‘N— Probably.” 
“N’ probably,” Diluc repeats, knitting his eyebrows together. 


Kaeya sighs in defeat. “For a couple of months now.” He turns to face Diluc. “I’ve got a plan for 
this, okay? No worrying about me. I mean it.” 


“What are you saying?” Diluc asks. 

“T’m saying we should go downstairs and eat. No— you eat, and I'll watch. 
“You’re eating,” Diluc says as he follows Kaeya back inside. 

“Only if you tell me nicely.” 

Diluc huffs. He sparks a new conversation as they go down the stairs. 

“Are you planning on going anywhere?” 


Kaeya pauses to give him a suspicious glare as he holds the glass of water by his lips. “Why do 
you ask?” 


Diluc narrows his gaze. “You’re wearing day clothes.” 


Kaeya suddenly gives him a soft smile. “Oh! Well, they’re actually more like lounge clothes,” he 
says as he continues to descend the stairs. 


Diluc, a bit fazed by the last interaction, takes a moment to follow after him. 


“T thought I should look more presentable since Lumine, Jean, and Tartaglia will visit again,” he 
continues, stepping out into the lobby. “We should go somewhere though. I need some fresh air.” 


“T’m going with you though.” 


Kaeya turns around to smile at him again. He does not look well. The color on his face is still 
mostly gone and there’s glistens of sweat marking his cheeks from the night before. They better not 
go too far today. 


“Of course, dearest brother. That’s why I said ‘we’, not ‘I’,” Kaeya says. 
“Hmph. Okay.” 
A knock on the door causes the two’s heads to turn in the direction of the noise. 


“T guess-- hm... Jean. Her knock sounds like that,” Kaeya mutters. “Though, my perception of 
things has been a little off lately.” 


“T’ve got it,” Diluc says to Elzer who had been pacing down the lobby. 
Elzer gives a polite smile. “Master Diluc?” 
Diluc pauses midway through reaching for the door. “Yes, Mr. Elzer?” 


“I’m not sure if you are aware, but I feel I should point out that you are still in your sleepwear,” he 
notes, subtly pointing to the clothes on his body. 


He had not been aware. He hides his surprise as he backs away from the door. “I'd better go 
change. Thank you.” Diluc ignores Kaeya’s faint snickering as he passes by him to go back 
upstairs. 


Diluc returns wearing his everyday button-up-under-a-vest look and finds that alas, Jean Gunnhildr 
is chatting with Kaeya in the lobby. 


“Diluc,” she greets, shuffling aside to make room for Diluc in the tiny gathering. “Kaeya was just 
telling me how great your company has been. I’m very pleased to hear that.” The certain glint in 
her eyes accounts for her words. 


Diluc gives a sheepish shrug. “Well, I try.” 


“ll be honest, I haven’t made it easy on him,” Kaeya says, giving Diluc’s shoulder a friendly grip. 


“T appreciate all I can get from your ‘trying’.” 

Diluc’s face nearly melts into a flustered smile, but he manages to keep his face mostly neutral 
(even though realistically, both Kaeya and Jean can likely tell just how flustered he is right now). 
“Thank you. That’s actually kind of reassuring to hear,” he tells Kaeya who returns a feeble smirk. 


“Speaking of ‘reassuring’,” Jean mentions, “I found your friend Childe telling off Nimrod at your 
front porch on my way here. I had told him to be on the lookout for anyone who could have been 
manipulated by you while he was here. Nimrod specifically since I have been trailing him for some 
time now. I suppose he took that direction to heart, which has been helpful. I’m taking care of the 
rest once I’m finished visiting here.” 


Kaeya doesn’t look perturbed at all by Jean’s finding. In fact, he looks a little relieved. “Go easy on 
him,” Kaeya pleads. “If you want to yell, do it at me. That man is fragile.” 


“T’m yelling at both of you,” Jean says with a stiff smile. “Yours will come once you are feeling 
better though.” 


“Ooh. Lucky, lucky me,” Kaeya grumbles through a slight smirk.. 


Diluc speaks over his urge to laugh. “Are you interested in staying for breakfast, Jean?” he 
asks.The scent of eggs and sausage has already begun to waft from the kitchen in the back. 


Jean thinks about it for a second. “I can spare a half hour.” 


Breakfast is thankfully very comfortable. Signs of exhaustion and ailment is still quite present in 
Kaeya’s demeanor, but he holds himself much better than he did yesterday given the fact that an 
energizer like him had been ridden in bed practically all day. His brightness during the meal does 
fade, and it’s likely because of the lack of sleep from last night. After a light conversation about 
happenings in Mondstadt and Snezhnayan vodka, and making it through a little over half of his 
plate, Kaeya looks about ready to fall asleep again. However, he manages to talk for a bit more 
before the others finish their plates. 


“Don’t be surprised if you wake up with a face full of egg,” Jean comments as she arranges her 
silverware on her empty plate. 


“Hm?” Kaeya asks, tilting his head up to see her. “Oh!” he says, opening his eyes more. “ I’m not 
falling asleep. I’m thinking about something.” 


“You'll think yourself to sleep,” Diluc says as he reaches over to stack his plate under Jean’s. “Can 
you eat more?” 


“Tt’s delicious, but I’m in no shape for a full meal right now,” Kaeya says, blinking heavily. He 
looks at Jean. “You up for a game of Rummy?” 


“T’m up for a game of me questioning Nimrod and you going to bed,” Jean replies, standing from 
her seat. 


“Good call,” Diluc tells Jean, doing the same. He grabs the stack of plates in one hand and Kaeya’s 
unfinished plate in the other. “Ill go take these to the kitchen.” 


He enters the kitchen around the corner, instantly welcomed by Hillie, one of the younger maids 
who is washing the dishes. She takes them gladly. 


“Good morning, Master Diluc. Everything going fine this morning?” she asks. 
“So far,” he tells her. “Thank you.” 

“Of co--” 

“Agh!” 


Diluc rushes out of the kitchen at the yelp from Kaeya. Back in the dining area, he sees Jean 
standing behind Kaeya’s chair with her hands retracted by her chest while Kaeya rubs a spot by his 
lower back. Elzer, who had also been alerted by the short lasting cry, watches from the opposite 
end of the area. 


“Sorry,” Jean says, grimacing apologetically at the back of Kaeya’s head. “I guess my hands aren’t 
as nimble as Barbara’s when it comes to this.” 


“What happened?” Diluc asks, pacing over to them. 


“His back started hurting when he was getting off of the chair. I thought I could do him a quick 


favor and rub out the spot for him, but I was so wrong,” Jean explains, her gaze slowly falling back 
on Kaeya who is still rubbing his back. 


Diluc sighs. He knew going back to their bedrooms after hanging out in the study room would have 
been a good idea. He had fallen asleep too quickly to do that, apparently. “Here,” he says, stepping 
in Jean’s place. “Ill rub it out for you.” 


Elzer stops Diluc, swiftly moving his hands in front of the chair. “Let me. You should save some 
time to yourself before any more visitors arrive,” he advises. 


Diluc takes it as a way of saying ‘you need to bathe and clean your face’, which he accepts. Also 
because Elzer gives heavenly massages, Diluc knows this best since he needs them often from 
hauling his weighty greatsword around for long periods of time. He appreciates his help greatly. 


When Kaeya doesn't protest, Diluc follows Jean out after she tells Kaeya to feel better and 
apologizes once more, and bids her farewell along with a suggestion to not go easy on Nimrod 
when she gets to him. 


Afterwards, Diluc follows his butler and Kaeya up the stairs and they split off at the top, Kaeya 
and Elzer to the guest bedroom, Diluc to his own and into his personal bathroom to bathe himself. 
Things feel alright this morning. A lot less hectic than yesterday morning. Hell, even the last week 
of mornings compare much worse than today. For once, Diluc spends his morning calmly. 


However, he can’t help but sense a certain doom creeping up in the upcoming hours. 


It’s only around an hour and a half later before Childe appears at Diluc’s doorstep with his hair 
frayed and smelling of smoke and... burnt fabric? 


“Top of the morning!” 


“You smell like smoke,” Diluc says, cringing at the stench. It isn’t so bad or so strong, but it’s 
weird and unexpected (for any other normal person, anyway). 


“T exterminated some pyro and electro slimes bouncing around your crops. I hope you don’t mind,” 
Childe says with a smile. A smear of soot moves along with his cheeks as he grins. 


Diluc genuinely wants to ask. “You okay?” 


“Oh yeah, a little shock never hurt me,” Childe answers with a carefree inflection. He peeks above 
Diluc’s shoulder. “Is Captain Kaeya here?” 


““Captain Kaeya’ is asleep,” Diluc replies. 


“Oh. Well, do you wanna chat with me? I don’t have anything to do,” Childe says. He sounds 
almost desperate. 


Diluc scoffs. Chatting? With Chlide of all people? Absolutely not. 
Diluc steps aside. “Wipe your feet before coming inside.” 


“Of course, good sir,” Childe responds. As told, he swipes his boots across the welcome mat, 
then happily walks inside. 
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Chapter 17 


Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
Never would there be a day where Diluc would willingly let a member of the Fatui into his own 
household, especially if the matter of this invitation would come to what he will assume to be “idle 
chit chatting” (at least that’s what he assume at first), which Diluc is very much not fond of. 


Childe-- a Fatui harbinger-- is now sitting across from him at the dining table at the far end of the 
winery’s first floor. 


What brought him to let this man inside? He can’t guess. He isn’t lonely, not with Kaeya’s sarcasm 
still carrying through his ailment. And even if he is lonely, he would rather enjoy solitude than let 
this kid in for no particular reason. Why try to entertain Childe when his brother isn’t present for 
entertainment as well? Perhaps it was the way Childe presented himself at the doorstep, all messy 
and smelly like a lost puppy. What kind of soulless person doesn’t care for a lost puppy when it’s 
standing right in front of them? Yeah, that’s it. What else could it b--? 


“Diluc, buddy-- Comrade, if I may,” Childe interrupts. 

“No,” Diluc replies, curling his lip in disgust, “to either.” 

“Just Diluc? Got it,” he notes, giving a brief nod. 

“IT would prefer a title before that,” Diluc adds pointedly. 

“Only if you call me Lord Childe.” 

Diluc groans. “Never mind.” 

“Anyways...” Childe says, riling back into his thoughts. “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?” 


“No,” Diluc says. “You lost me after talking about how the horizon looked when fishing with your 
father. I hardly think this is important to the life story you wanted to give me.” 


“Tt’s not my fault you don’t appreciate nature,” Childe snorts. Diluc must’ ve given him a funny 
look, because his expression softens quickly after. “I’m sorry. I’m just stalling. I was hoping Kaeya 
would get down here by the time I got to the good part.” 


A bit vexed, Diluc crosses his arms and leans back against the wooden chair as Childe gives him a 
rather nervous grin. He’s about to tell him he could care less about his life story until a certain bell 
rings at the front of his mind. Then he squints at Childe who glances to the side 


“Childe, does your secret with Kaeya have anything to do with the Abyss by any chance?” Diluc 
asks. 


Childe shifts in his seat. “Oh— yeah. I was going to talk to him about that today. [ll get to it. 
Promise,” he says. 


“You keep saying that,” Diluc grumbles. “Why can’t you tell me discreetly?” 
“Because Kaeya will find out. He always does,” Childe sighs. “You need some patience.” 


Diluc takes a moment to reply. “It seriously can’t be that important that Kaeya will despise you for 


telling me. I likely know what it is anyway.” 

“Okay. Then stop being so worried,” Childe says slowly. 
“Just say it.” 

“T can’t.” 

“Why not? Are you under some friendship oath?” Diluc asks. 


“Diluc. I can’t tell you. It’s not a matter of friendship, okay?” Childe’s radiating with irritation and 
passion now. “This secret could very easily kill Kaeya. Even the three of us, possibly.” 


Diluc nearly jumps out of his seat. He wants to swear. “Are you insane? Secrets like those can kill 
people for simply keeping them too. You need to tell me what’s going on.” 


Now Childe looks like he’s panicking too. It seems like he does want to spill, but he holds himself 
back. “No. It’s up to Kaeya. I trust he’Il be smarter with this than I will.” 


“Kaeya’s judgement might be as good as yours in his current state,” Diluc replies earnestly. “What 
you’re doing isn’t smart.” 


“T’m here now, okay?” Childe exclaims. “Let me figure this out for one day.” 


“Fine,” Diluc growls. “If nothing happens today, I'll do whatever I need to to find out whatever it 
is you’re hiding from me. I can go very far when it comes to these things, so don’t make it hard on 


” 


me. 
“I’m sure that worked great for you,” Childe mutters just barely under his breath. 
“Fuck you,” Diluc spits. His chest sears. “Why would you say that?” 


“This is exactly why you can’t know,” Childe says roughly, slamming his fist on the table. “This 
secret could very much help you, but if you rush this you may never see your brother again. Be 
smart.” 


To be chastised by Childe of the Fatui Harbingers throws Diluc into a moment of ambivalence . 
About Childe, about Kaeya, this whole Abyss thing, and especially the integrity of this secret kept 
from the both of them. More importantly, what in the world gives Childe the right to respond in 
such a horrid way? Diluc is just about ready to demand that Childe leaves his premises until a door 
upstairs swings open, instantly followed by quick footsteps down the stairs. Forgetting about his 
anger, Diluc gets on his feet along with Childe who rises at the same time. Both of them pace to 
the bottom of the stairs where Kaeya stumbles in front of them. 


“Don’t touch me,” Kaeya snaps, backing away before Diluc’s hands can reach him. “Seriously. 
I’m not kidding,” he says, distancing his own hands away from his body. 


Filled to the brim with so many overwhelming emotions, Diluc can’t get himself to respond. His 
heart beats loudly, and his head is buzzing. Childe, however, responds immediately. 


“Are you okay?” he asks. 
“T need to get out of here,” Kaeya says with great desperation. 


Diluc’s eyes widen. “Kaeya, you--” 


“Hold on,” Childe interrupts. “Not so fast. Tell me what happened.” 


Kaeya opens his mouth as if to begin speaking, but then glances at Diluc who stares at him with 
immense worry and confusion. He doesn’t say anything and instead looks back to Childe who then 
glances at Diluc. The glance is pitiful, and it makes Diluc’s heart drop. 


“Kaeya,” Childe begins carefully. “I think that--” 


“No,” Kaeya says. “I know what you’re going to say. We need to talk first.”” He pushes past the 
two, pacing towards the entryway as he stuffs his shirt into his pants. 


“Wait, what?” says Diluc, stepping after him. “Don’t leave. It’s unsafe.” 
“Tt’s okay,” Childe says, following after Kaeya. “I’m going with him.” 


Diluc instantly looks past the expression of plead on Childe’s face. “No. I do not trust you with 
Kaeya alone anymore,” he growls. 


“T’m not your child,” Kaeya says, scowling at Diluc. “I’m not coming back here if you don’t let me 
go.” Despite saying this, he gives Diluc no time to respond. Kaeya turns on his foot and flicks open 
the door. “Let’s go, Childe.” 


Childe dares to look at Diluc, to see the casting of confusion, anger, and fear looming over his face. 
He can’t find any response, so he turns away and hurries after Kaeya, gently shutting the door 
behind him. 


Everything happened so fast, it almost has Diluc winded. His thoughts are nailed to the Abyss now. 
Something isn’t right-- this is obvious, of course, but it’s different now. Kaeya apparently has a 
death sentence trailing behind him, not only, but behind anyone involved in whatever this is as 
well. Diluc doesn't care if he’s involved, especially if this is matters that have to do with the 
Abyss. 


Archons, he hates the Abyss with every fiber in his body. He hates that throughout his entire 
journey for answers on his father’s death, that concernings of possible Abyss Order involvements 
arose but nothing could be done about these suspicions. He hates that he really can’t be mad at 
what Childe said to him earlier because it’s true. Finding out stuff about the Abyss is practically 
impossible, and now that Diluc knows both Kaeya and Childe are somewhat involved with them... 


Ah. So this is why Kaeya had told Childe to keep this secret from him. He thinks he’II react 
irrationally over a dire situation concerning the Abyss Order-- or whatever this was. Is he not 
wrong for possibly acting rash over a situation like this? It isn’t like he’s come close to death 
because of the Abyss anyway. 


Something tingles down Diluc’s arms. 


He shouldn’t have let them leave. He should have said something, to speak up for himself. He 
should have done something because now he’s afraid and raving with undirected anger. 


Diluc grunts, preparing himself to go march after them until a set of footsteps appear behind the 
door. 


What timing. 


Heeding the politeness in the back of his head, Diluc opens the door to Lumine and Paimon at his 
doorstep. 


“T’m sorry ladies, but this really isn’t a good time.” 
Paimon frowns. “Does this have to do with Kaeya and Childe we saw walking away?” 
Diluc struggles to find an answer. “Possibly. Where were they going?” 


“Westward,” Lumine answers. “As if they were going to the city. We came fine the opposite 
direction.” 


What the hell is going on? 
“Are you okay?” Paimon asks, floating forward slightly. “You look like you’re going to pass out.” 


“No, it’s just--” his tongue feels heavy in his mouth. “I’m just confused.” And worried, and upset, 
and all of these other things too that I’m not going to mention out loud despite how much I may 
look like these feelings. 


Lumine’s lips part in a realization. “I wonder if this has to do with their arguing from before,” she 
says half to herself. “I’m sure they will be alright, Master Diluc.” 


He can’t believe that. Diluc knows she means well, but she wouldn’t be saying this if she knew any 
better. He does his best to appreciate it, but it’s hard to with the state of his current mind. “I hope 
so,” is all he can say. 


“We were just on our way to pick up some Calla Lilies in that direction,” Lumine mentions, 
offering Diluc a gentle smile. “You should come with us. Maybe we will run into them on the way 
there.” 


“Mmhm,” Paimon says as she nods her small head. “Or you can relax for a little while as they talk 
things out.” 


“T think I’d better stay here in case they return while we are away,” Diluc says. Otherwise known 
as, I need time to figure out what this may be on my own in case I won’t be able to find out when 
they get back. 


Lumine nods, looking considerably disappointed. Or maybe it’s sympathy. He can’t tell. “I get 
that. I wouldn’t want to steal you away in case something happens. I'll come find you if I see them 
again, though.” 


Diluc almost decides to go with her, but returns to his original plan. He wants no time wasted. 
“Yes, please be on the lookout. Thank you, Lumine.” 


“Of course,” she says. “Have a good afternoon.” 
“Thanks,” he replies. “You both as well.” 


After closing the door, Diluc feels like he’s seconds from exploding. Too much is happening right 
now. He isn’t sure what will happen if they end up being away for too long. 


The first hour, Diluc actually walks out towards the west in hopes to find that the two would be 


talking nearby. That they made the smart decision to not go very far, but that doesn’t seem to be 
the case. Either they’ve gone farther than Diluc had wanted, or they are magnificent at hiding 
away and avoiding Diluc. He isn’t sure which one he hopes it is. He eventually gives finding them 
a rest and returns back to the winery. 


The second hour he spends writing down what he knows about the Abyss and how it relates to 
Kaeya, Childe, and himself. He’s come up with many ideas but none of them seem very plausible, 
at least with the very little knowledge he has right now (he knows a lot less about the Abyss Order 
than he thought he did). He’s not sure how much Khaenri’ah really has to do with the Abyss, and if 
Kaeya’s relation to Khaenri’ahan monarchy probably has nothing to do with authority in the Abyss. 
There are so many questions left unanswered that he’s only figured out now. Damn his head hurts. 


At hour three, Diluc wakes up from the nap he had accidentally taken in his study room to a set of 
footsteps outside the door. Great. Finally they have returned. Diluc earnestly swings himself out of 
his chair and hurries out to the corridor where Adelinde and Venti (?) are walking out of the guest 
bedroom. 


“Kaeya is still away?” Adelinde asks. 
“T suppose so,” Diluc replies, trying to hide the growing panic in his gut. 


Venti sighs. “Aww, that’s too bad. I heard Kaeya wasn’t feeling well. I thought I’d cheer him up 
with a little tune.” He strums on his harp. 


In a normal situation, Diluc would have teased him and said that maybe this is for the best, but he 
can’t muster up a helpful reply right now. 


“Don’t worry,” Venti says. “I'll look for him myself. He hasn’t gone far, I’m sure of it.” 


Yeah, right. How much does Barbatos know, anyway? Usually close to nothing. At least that’s 
how it has always seemed. 


“Thanks.” 


Hour four comes around and now the worry is eating away like a starved parasite. Diluc can’t 

stand it anymore. Hell, he’s even worried about Childe as well. Yeah, him and Kaeya are only 
talking, but this shouldn’t have taken four hours. He isn’t sure what to do with himself now. Should 
he stay here and wait it out some more? Should he go out and ask people if they had seen them 
around? He should have gone with Lumine. He really should have gone with her. 


“T’m sure they’re on their way back just this minute,” Elzer tells him. 


Diluc glances up at him from where he stands, a couple feet away from the fireplace. There’s a 
wary smile on his face, and it’s probably because Diluc looks so miserable. Elzer doesn’t know 
why, so he likely looks like he’s moping around for no reason. Diluc suppresses a sigh and sits up 
straight in his chair. 


“T might go look for them myself,” he says. 


“T can send one of your manservants to find them instead,” Elzer offers, but Diluc is already 
shaking his head. 


“No. I really should go,” Diluc murmurs, rising from his seat. 


Soon after, Diluc is out of the house, greatsword on his back and a fire guiding his ramming heart. 


Kaeya’s horse along with his own was still in the stables when he had checked before heading out, 
meaning they probably hadn’t gone too far.... 


Probably, that is. In this amount of time, they could have traveled over a hundred kilometers by 
now, so his horse being there could mean nothing. He’s been following their tread marks for now 
— something he wasn’t doing when he had first looked— but ahead he can see that they come to 
an abrupt stop. He doesn’t doubt that they went further than this and decided to move off-trail so 
no one could find them. Idiots. Or more like, idiot, because that’s how Diluc feels right now. 


He’s nearing the stop of the footprints until the sound of sprinting feet approaching catches him off 
guard. Diluc jerks himself around, prepared to draw his sword if he needs to, but his guard is 
lowered immediately when he sees the face of the person running towards him. 


“Diluc! Diluc!” Lumine pants. Her eyes are fearful and urgent, and Paimon’s swerving around 
behind her holding the same expression. Diluc can only mirror their faces now. 


“What? What is it?” he asks. 


Lumine gently grabs onto his elbow and guides him eastward, slowly gaining speed as they go 
along the path. “Something happened to Childe and Kaeya— or is happening. I don’t know,” she 
breathes, glancing at him as they run together. “It’s really hard to explain, but we’ll get there in no 
time.” 


“Ts someone dead?” Diluc hears himself ask. 


“No, no. Everyone is alive,” she assures. “I couldn’t have approached them without bringing you 
though.” 


“Oh.” Diluc is glad no one is dead, but that gladness only lasts for a short moment. He knows there 
are things worse than death, and now “worse than death” is the fate he imagines for Kaeya. 


Quickly, they reach one of Lumine’s Waypoint Statues by the shore. 
“Put your hand on it,” Lumine tells him. 


Diluc does, and Lumine follows as Paimon swirls around the statue. It only takes a long blink of 
darkness and an internal warping sensation until they find themselves at the east side of Dadaupa 
Gorge. There must be something about this place, Diluc realizes as they go running forwards 
again, because this is where he had first found Kaeya one week ago. 


He glides down the short cliff and continues to follow Lumine and Paimon as they rush past the 
crossing logs, all the way to the to the other side of the creek and past some trees before reaching a 
tall, thick tree a good distance away from the sword cemetery centering the water. 


Kaeya, leaning his weight against the trunk, looks up at him instantly. He doesn't look upset that 
he had found him, but it could be exhaustion as well, or pain. Diluc doesn’t know what the icy 
formation crowding the right side of his face is, but it doesn’t look pleasant at all. Instinctively, he 
begins to approach Kaeya in deep concern until the side of his boot knocks something in the 
process. 


“Ow...” 


Diluc looks down to find Childe slumped against the tree close by Kaeya’s feet. Gods, he looks 
worse than Kaeya. A stream of dried blood creeps down the side of his lip and from one of his 
nostrils. His hair is a mess, all swept back as if conformed to an invisible windstorm. Again, Diluc 


smells the scent of burnt fabric and smoke, much stronger now. Childe sits back, eyes shut and a 
soft grimace contorting his face. 


Diluc takes another moment to glance between the dazed Kaeya and pained Childe before daring to 
ask, 


“What happened?” 
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The grass beneath Diluc’s boots flutters as the chilled silence fills the air. He can’t decide whether 
he wants to hear from Kaeya or Childe first. He almost forgets that Lumine is standing a small 
distance away from him, also waiting for an answer to his question. 


“Just a little bit of rough housing,” Childe murmurs. 


Diluc doesn’t say anything. It is such an obvious lie, that Childe should know that he knows that 
he is lying. 


“No...” Kaeya mutters. “That’s not the truth.” He winces-- a small crack in the ice formation on 
his right cheekbone appears at the action. “Diluc, we paid a visit to the Abyss. Their executive 
district, more specifically.” 


“This is a joke,” Diluc states. 


“Tt’s not,” says Childe. He’s still sprawled on the ground with his back against the tree’s trunk. “I 
haven’t eaten in over a day now. Those bastards wouldn’t let us eat,” he whines. 


“Tell me you’re lying,” Diluc demands. Over a day? He cannot be serious. Although Diluc is 
aware of the Abyss’ apparent time multiplication because of what he’s heard about Childe’s 
venture down there, he doesn’t believe it. He can’t, even though it seems too true with everything 
that has been going on with Kaeya. 


“For so long I tried to ignore it,” Kaeya says quietly. Diluc stands perfectly still. “Drinking, and 
such. They’ve been trying to get me to return to Khaenri’ah... or the actual Abyss-- I’m not sure-- 
they’ ve been trying to get me back for years. Threatening me with past memories, with the people I 
know or once knew. Thankfully, they’re quite terrible at bluffing but now things have been getting 
too real. Especially today.” 


“T don’t know what’s been going on inside Kaeya’s head,” Childe says, sounding uncomfortably 
serious. “I don’t see things like he does, but I have feelings or like... thoughts that I’m pretty sure 
don’t belong to me. At least the ‘me’ I could have been without the Abyss,” he trails. “We both 
knew something was wrong and we needed to fix it.” 


“Did you?” Lumine asks. 


“No,” Kaeya replies, “which is why I’m jumping to Plan B before the sun sets tonight. If not, then 
tomorrow.” 


A disapproving-like grunt sounds from Childe. 


“Wha-- I’m going to need a more thorough explanation than that,” Diluc says. “How did you even 
get into the Abyss in the first place? And what is the issue that needs to be fixed?” And more 
importantly. “Are you okay?” 


A short sigh releases from Kaeya’s chest. “I am okay,” he answers. “Probably haven’t slept in a 
good... mm... twenty-eight hours or so, but that is beside the issue. The real issue-- well, I really 
need to think about whether I should tell you or not.” 


“Why?” Diluc pleads. He doesn't know if he should be angry, frustrated, or just plain upset. “Let 
me help you.” 


“Because either you will kill me or they will kill me if I spill,” Kaeya replies, swiping at the now 
melting frost on his face. 


Diluc strangely doesn’t feel angered or nervous by this reply. In fact, he somewhat accepts it for 
now. Perhaps it's because of how exhausted Kaeya looks. Of course, he is thrown off by the “you 
will kill me” remark, but he can worry about that when Kaeya is in better shape to talk. 


“Just think about it, please,” Diluc says, trying his best to sound gentle. “Don’t do your plan before 
talking to me.” 


“Us too,” Paimon adds. “We will help in any way we can.” 


Lumine nods. “I know someone who might be able to help,” she says softly, “but P’Il have to talk 
with you about that because it’s difficult to explain.” 


Kaeya is quiet for a moment before nodding faintly. “We’ II talk later.” 


Another breeze travels across Diluc’s cheeks. It isn’t very cold outside, but it isn’t very warm 
either; definitely not the best weather to be standing around in, especially in the state the two boys 
are in right now. 


“Are you injured? We should head home so you can rest properly,” Diluc says. He sounds calm 
despite what he’d just heard from them. 


Kaeya says something that Diluc doesn't quite understand in the muffled tone he speaks in, but he 
sounds relieved along with the usage of the word “home” again that Diluc caught. A strange 
feeling of bittersweetness stirs in his chest at the response. 


“T need to go home too,” Childe grunts, managing to open his eyes and look at them. “Well, not 
home home. I don’t want my family seeing me like this, but somewhere where I can lie down 
without bothering you and Kaeya.” 


“We can teleport you back to the Golden House,” Paimon suggests, though her facial expression 
reads uncertainty despite the friendly offer. 


Lumine glances at Diluc, likely in an attempt to ask for grace for Childe, but Diluc has already 
begun talking before anyone can say anything else. 


“Come to the Winery with us,” Diluc says, gazing down at the tree-bound harbinger. “You will be 
helpful to have around once everyone is ready to talk.” 


“You don’t have to do that,” Childe says, still sounding way too serious. “Ill come back in two or 
three hours so we can talk... or more if you will let me.” His voice rings of exhaustion. “I would 
feel bad to burden you with another unwell person in the house.” 


At first Diluc believes that Childe is trying to guilt trip him for no apparent reason, but judging 
from the way he speaks, he really seems to be looking for Diluc’s best interest. His brain tells him 
it would be dirty to quarter a member of the Fatui in his own household, but Diluc can’t ignore the 
gut feeling to take him in for a short while. He has been helping Kaeya a /ot, after all. 


“Tt’s okay, Childe,” Diluc reassures. “It will be much easier if you’d come with us to the Winery. 
Don’t fret about it.” 


A content sounding exhale releases from the ginger, who proceeds to nod and return a grateful, 
“Thank you.” 


Diluc looks beside him. “Lumine, Paimon, you should come as well. I’m sure you may have some 
insight as to what may be going on here.” 


“We can get you guys back to Dawn Winery but...” Lumine says, glancing at the water behind her. 
“ll come back later. There’s something I want to check out.” 


“You--” Kaeya starts, but he stops himself. “Never mind. We should go.” He lowers a palm 
towards Childe who politely waves it off as he drags himself onto his feet. 


As the party advances forward, Diluc makes sure to lag to the back of the pack when he realizes 
just how sluggishly Kaeya and Childe are moving. Kaeya walks with a slight limp, and Childe 
seems to be stumbling over his feet with every step he takes as they follow Lumine and Paimon to 
the nearest waypoint. He doesn’t need either of these two getting injured by tripping over on their 
way back to Dawn Winery. 


After a painful what-felt-like-hours long walk to the waypoint, then jumping through space-time to 
return to another nearby the winery, and more silent walking into the building, Lumine and Paimon 
head off again, saying that they’ll for sure come back soon. Something inside Diluc wishes she 
would stick around, especially since both Kaeya and Childe are likely going to be unavailable for a 
long time, and Diluc really wants to talk with someone about what in the world is going on. At the 
very very least, he isn’t drowning in fear anymore now that the two have returned in one piece. It’s 
impossible not to get himself worked up about Kaeya’s claim about being in the Abyss alongside 
the state that he and Childe were found in. But, Diluc knows it’s more important for the both of 
them to recuperate before anything else happens, and he can accept it for the time being. 


“T’m so hungry...” Childe moans as he trudges inside the main lobby. 


“Ah. Welcome back everyone,” greets Elzer, who had just approached as the door opened. “I was 
starting to get worried myself,” he says, placing a feeble hand over his chest. “Shall I alert the 
maids to prepare an early supper?” 


“Please,” Dliuc tells him. He’s hungry himself-- he now realizes-- as he had skipped lunch a few 
hours ago. Definitely not as hungry as either of these two could be, but it was about time for him to 
eat too. “Nothing too grand though.” 


“Duly noted,” Elzer says before disappearing around the back corner. 


After a short pause, Kaeya gives a long exhale out of his nose from beside Diluc. He has his arms 
crossed, along with an expression that Diluc can’t read under all of his exhaustion. One thing for 
sure is that Kaeya definitely isn’t happy about whatever happened down there. If only Diluc knew 
why... 


“T’m going to sleep,” Kaeya says. He looks at Diluc from underneath his eyebrows. “Come with 


me please.” 


Diluc won’t reject his request despite how confused and concerned it makes him. “TI will,” he 
assures. 


“T’m going to go sit down,” Childe says, slowly taking his hand off of the entryway trimming. 
“Before I pass out or something.” 


“You do that,” Diluc replies. “One of my staff will be happy to help if you need anything.” 
Childe nods. “Thank you.” 


As Childe walks forth towards the dining table, Diluc jogs after Kaeya who’s started up the stars 
already. It takes more time than usual, but it’s a safe trip nonetheless. At the top Kaeya stops to rest 
his hip against the railing, waiting for Diluc to join him. 


“Childe will want to sleep after eating,” Kaeya says quietly. “I will let him take the guest bed.” 


Diluc has to try hard to compose himself as he speaks to Kaeya. Pictures of the scary unknown 
flash through his head each time he meets Kaeya’s weary, dangerous gaze. “You may take my 
bed,” he says. 


“T don’t want to steal the privacy of your own bedroom,” Kaeya responds. 
“What do you propose to do about sleeping arrangements then?” Diluc asks. 


Kaeya blinks, as if expecting Diluc to figure out an answer without him saying anything verbally, 
but when he doesn’t react, Kaeya glances to the corridor across from them. “I saw you haven’t 
done much with Master Crepus’ room...” 


Diluc gulps. “No-- I haven’t,” he manages to answer. “You want to sleep in there?” 
“Not really. I--” Kaeya cringes slightly. “I don’t know. I guess that was kind of odd for me to say.” 


Diluc feels the sides of his lips turn downward. Kaeya watches him with a rather sad expression 
present in his eye. 


“T’m fine with you sleeping in my room,” Diluc assures carefully. “I let you do so yesterday, 
remember?” 


“Yeah, you’re right,” Kaeya sighs. The look of worried uncertainty still remains on his sleepy 
face. 


“Let’s go to my room,” Diluc says as he reaches a hand out to gently place it on Kaeya’s shoulder. 
He can feel Kaeya tense underneath his palm, but the moment passes soon after they begin walking 
across the mezzanine. For a second, Diluc wonders if he will ever catch a break from the concern 
he has for his brother. 


Inside the bedroom, he gets Kaeya to sit on the bed. He doesn’t make a move to lay down yet, and 
instead gnaws on the inside of his lip in a half-daze. Diluc takes a moment to stare patiently before 
addressing him again. 


“Was there a reason you wanted me to come upstairs with you?” 


“T thought I should have a bit of privacy in case something happened to me...” _Kaeya mumbles, 
raising his gaze to look at him. It almost sounds like a joke, but from the seriousness of his tone of 


voice and expression, it doesn’t seem like it is. 
“What do you mean?” Diluc asks cautiously. 


Kaeya grips the edge of the mattress as his eye falls to the side wall. The face he’s making right 
now... It’s all too familiar. A large lump forms at the base of his throat as his head flashes an 
image of Kaeya standing in the rain, tainted with a shameful grimace, and just seventeen years old. 
This is the same face he’s making now, just like the one he made before revealing his past identity 
on the night that Master Crepus died. 


“Don’t play with me, Kaeya,” Diluc growls. 


Kaeya side-eyes him. He doesn’t seem to fear Diluc. He didn’t before, now that Diluc thinks about 
it. What the hell is wrong with him? 


“My father: he’s an Abyss Imperator now. Or maybe he always was, I don’t know,” Kaeya says. 
His voice is small, but it doesn't shake. It’s almost as if he’s rehearsed this already. “It’s a lot to 
explain but... he recently found out about the whereabouts and my current status as a Captain of 
the Knights and an allogene bearing the power of cryo. I’ve been getting these telekinetic threats 
for ages now, but recently it’s been much worse.” 


Diluc’s body feels numb. He doesn’t say anything, because he knows Kaeya has more to say. 


“They’ve only been using my past and Abyss patrons in Teyvat as a form of bait to get me to 
return, but it’s getting too real now. I’ve seen images of the death of my friends, the inflammation 
of Mondstadt, and today I saw myself under Abyssal possession brutally murdering close to 
everyone I know,” Kaeya says, digging his nails into the side of his thighs. 


“I’m endangering everyone by staying here, Diluc,” Kaeya continues softly, perfectly gazing 
through Diluc’s appalled glare. “I’m going back.” 


“Back where?” Diluc demands. 


“Wherever my father is,” Kaeya replies, still keeping his voice steady. “I tried to find him today, 
but they imprisoned me for it. Childe and I had to fight our way out of imprisonment, which led us 
back to Daduapa. It’s about time me and him talk.” 


“Are you out of your damn mind?” Diluc asks, stepping forward. “I cannot believe you have been 
ignoring this monstrosity of looming danger for so long now.” His tone is rising. His emotions 
encapsules his ability to think properly, especially with being so worry-struck before. 


Kaeya just stares at him. 


“You are putting all of us in danger!” Diluc practically shouts. His eyes shoot daggers at Kaeya. “I 
bet you haven’t even thought about what would happen if you approached him again. Unless 
you’ re thinking of joining them.” 


A scowl begins to form on Kaeya’s face. “Don’t say that,” he says. “ Don’t fucking say that,” he 
repeats sharply. 
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“Tf things go wrong, you might as well be doing that!” Diluc flares. 


Kaeya’s face relaxes, though his eye still reads fury. “What do you suppose I do about this then?” 
he asks. 


“You shouldn’t have hidden this for so long,” Diluc hisses before turning around and pacing 
towards the opposite wall in an attempt to calm his furious anxiety. 


“Well, pardon me, Master Diluc, but I don’t think your fantasy of me traveling through time is 
going to happen any time soon,” Kaeya retorts in his all too annoyingly-mocking tone of voice. 


And oh, does this tip Diluc over the edge. Blinded by rage, Diluc makes a beeline back to his bed 
as he raises a tight fist by his head. What gives Kaeya the right to reply in such a way and referring 
to such a dire situation? What gives him the right to endanger everyone by speaking with one of 
the Abyss’ highest ranked leaders who happens to be his deranged father? 


And what gives Kaeya the right to not flinch when Diluc comes barreling back at him with his fist 
held firmly by his head? 


Diluc stops harshly in his tracks as his face ghosts. 


What gave him the right to intent to hurt his brother like this? Over something he can’t control? 
Just like he did four years ago. 


Kaeya blinks in what looks like surprise. Diluc stares at him in pure shock. 
What in all of Teyvat gave him the right? 


Diluc’s limbs go weak as another fist floats upwards. He balls his fingers around his bangs and 
pulls them down over his face in nauseating shame. 


It’s quiet for what feels like a very long time. Clearly, both of them hadn’t planned for the outcome 
of this conversation. The feeling of guilt is heavy in the air. 


Finally, Kaeya has the willpower to say something. “...Diluc?” 
“T’m so sorry,” Diluc whispers immediately before sliding his hands across his face. 


“T--” Kaeya croaks. He stops himself, which prompts Diluc to look at Kaeya again. There’s a 
single tear falling from his left eye. “I’m sorry,” he rasps. 


Riddled with puzzlement, Diluc rubs on his own watering eyes. “Wait, what?” he asks. 


“T was trying to get you to hurt me. I’m sorry,” Kaeya admits, not looking at Diluc. “Fuck. I don’t 
know why I’m like this.” 


The idea of storming out to sulk pops into Diluc’s head, but he forces it away and glues his feet to 
the ground. Diluc crosses his arms and takes a deep breath. 


“Tt seems like we are both heavily flawed when it comes to reacting to our emotions,” Diluc 
mutters. 


Kaeya breathes in a long sniff before meeting his gaze. “Yeah. We kind of suck, don’t we?” he 
says humorlessly. 


“Yes, we do,” Diluc replies. 


There’s a short lasting mutual pause before Kaeya looks at Diluc again. This time with genuine 
worry in his eye. 


“What am I going to do, Diluc?” he asks. 


“Go to sleep, alright?” Diluc tells him. “Let’s worry about everything until you and your friend are 
both awake. I'll help you,” he says. 


Kaeya nods. “Thank you, Diluc,” he says. “I mean it.” 


“You’re welcome,” Diluc responds. He lifts a tender hand to the top of Kaeya’s head and rubs it 
softly. “Now go to sleep. I mean it.” 


Kaeya gives a slight half-smile. 


Diluc leaves after making sure Kaeya has everything he needs, and he’s about to go into his study 
room when he remembers the hungry harbinger downstairs. Somehow, this is the least he's been 
annoyed with the thought of this fellow since first meeting him some days ago. Of course, the 
contentment he has for this man drops once again when he arrives at the dining table to accompany 
him as he eats his stew. 


“T wonder,” Childe says as Diluc approaches the opposite side of the table, “if there’s such thing 
as couple’s therapy for brothers.” 
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After a considerably awkward moment of Diluc bringing over his own serving of stew to the table 
after Childe’s unwarranted comment, he’s unwillingly provoked into a conversation when Childe 
suddenly says: 


“So, he told you, huh?” 
Diluc glances at him as he dips his spoon into his stew. “Yes. He did,” he mutters. 


“T can guess why he didn’t want me around for that. I should’ ve known,” Childe sighs, blankly 
shrugging his shoulders. 


Diluc fails to ignore the shaking spoon hovering above Childe’s bowl. He’s fatigued, clearly. He 
seems to be showing it more than Kaeya (now that he thinks about it, Childe always seems rather 
drained when looking into his eyes even when he’s fully awake too. Odd). Diluc clears his throat, 
unsure of how to respond to Childe’s remark. 


Childe continues. “The Abyss isn’t too different from the world up here, believe it or not. Though 
if it weren’t for my training before, I’m not sure Kaeya and I would have made it out,” he tells 
him. His words are stretched out and enunciated poorly, but at the same time he doesn’t seem 
disheartened by this conversation topic. 


“Ts that so?” Diluc asks, trying his hardest to act uninterested. 


Childe hums in some sort of confirmation. “Yeah. If we ever go back, we should be a bit more 
stealthy. Or at least have something planned out. We were very sure his dad would want to see him 
given the fact that his... people? His army? — they’ve been persistent for a while now,” he 
mumbles. He gives a heavy blink before going in for another spoonful of stew. 


“What exactly did you guys do down there?” Diluc asks, his mask of uninterest beginning to chip 
away. 


“Tt wasn’t very interesting since we didn’t make it far. We were taken away from civilization only 
after the third or fourth hour we were in there,” Childe replies. 


“Civilization...” Diluc repeats softly. He’ll be honest, he’s a bit surprised by the fact that the 
Abyss and it’s inhabitants aren’t a bunch of savage beasts who fend for themselves like rabid 
wolves. He has lots of questions now. “You still didn’t answer my question,” Diluc points out. 


Childe yawns. “I can hardly think right now,” he says somewhat apologetically. “We’ll talk more 
when I wake up, yeah?” 


Diluc has to stifle a groan of disappointment, but he can respect Childe’s wishes for now. “Sure,” 
he accepts. 


Childe spends the rest of his time eating fighting sleep, and eventually he speeds through the rest 
of his meal, likely to avoid keeling over mid-chew. Diluc offers to show him upstairs, mostly just 
to make sure he doesn’t disturb the sleeping Kaeya, where Childe very happily accepts the guest 
bed. Before Diluc can even finish telling him where extra pillows and blankets are, Childe is 


snoring softly into his pillow. 


As Diluc should expect-- once again, he is left to himself for however many hours are to come. It’s 
less suffocating than it was a few hours ago, but how can someone bear being alone in a place 
where they shouldn’t leave? Or can’t-- more like-- as Diluc chooses to stay nearby in case someone 
wakes and finds that he isn’t present to hear what any of them have to say. 


It’s this evening when Diluc learns there isn’t much to do at his place. He might as well spend this 
time to himself to tend to his crops while daydreaming about the Abyss and what the boys could 
have possibly done down there. 


And he does exactly that. 


An hour after sunset-- about two hours after the boys had settled down-- comes a returning visitor 
who doesn’t grab Diluc’s attention until his name is called out from the northward-leading 
pathway. 


“Ah, Master Diluc! How are the crops looking?” 


Diluc whips around, shaken by the interruption of his deep thoughts. Perhaps it’s for the best, as he 
had begun to scare himself with his daydreams— or day-nightmares for a better term. He dubiously 
watches the visitor as he approaches Diluc and the vineyard 


“They’re alright,” Diluc tells him. He hasn’t really been paying attention to them though, but he 
assumes his field workers have been taking care of them well. “Weren’t you here earlier?” 


“Yes! You have a good memory,” Venti says, his cheerfulness greatly hiding his mocking 
undertones. “I never got to sing my song. Is Kaeya back yet?” he asks. 


Diluc, now fully riled back into the real world, squints at the signature lyre tucked between the 
bard’s chest and his upper arm. His mind disregards whatever he had been thinking about before to 
raise suspicion on Venti’s persistence. 


“No. Well, yes, but he is asleep and very tired,” Diluc says as he crosses his arms. “He probably 
won’t be wanting any of your music anytime soon, sorry to say.” 


For a second, Diluc thinks he sees a glint of fear in Venti’s eye, but he’s quick to return a 
characteristic, blissful smile. “Why do you speak so harshly to me, Master Diluc? I mean no harm, 
after all,” Venti says, bringing the instrument to his chest to strum out an arpeggio of notes. The 
sound lingers coldly in the dimming atmosphere. 


Diluc can’t shake the feeling that something about this interaction doesn’t feel normal. “I know 
you don’t mean any harm,” he says, “but Kaeya needs to sleep, so I will have to send you away.” 


Venti raises his eyebrows. “I see you guys are getting along very nicely.” 
“What’s it to you?” Diluc asks. 


“Nothing!” Venti exclaims. He strums a chord on the lyre. “Shall I return when the sky is dark, 
then?” 


“T’d rather you not return at all.” Diluc doesn't even think twice about saying this. He doesn't need 
Venti the Bard hanging around while Kaeya’s suffering from Abyssal manners... 


Unless Barbatos has something to say about it. 


“How mean,” Venti laments. “You should appreciate that I want to help Kaeya, you know? It’s 
just a simple song,” he says, getting a little defensive. 


“Kaeya’s not in the right headspace for songs right now,” Diluc replies. Surely Lord Barbatos has 
other reasons for being here, but Diluc doesn’t want to speak any of Kaeya’s secrets out to him 
right now-- not ever unless something was said from the Archon first. 


“Are you helping Kaeya then?” Venti asks. 
The question digs into Diluc’s soul. “I am.” 


“By the red of your head and the tips of your toes, you swear you’ll help Kaeya to make up for the 
loss of my song for him,” Venti confirms. 


“Yes. ’'m helping Kaeya.” He’s getting impatient. 


“Very well,” Venti says. A solemn expression forms on his face as he positions the lyre against his 
chest. Then he smirks at Diluc, his natural playfulness showing itself once again. “Allow me to 
play you a song instead, and I will leave you two until fate brings us again.” 


Diluc, offended and disappointed from his hopes of receiving any helpful information being let 
down, sighs and turns his back towards Venti as he faces his crops again. “Fine,” he says. “Do 
what you must.” 


“Thank you,” Venti replies. “This song is called Serenade of Wind. Don’t forget it.” 


When Venti left, Diluc had gone back inside and sought out some shut-eye time to himself at his 
employee resting area at the back of the manor. He never fell asleep, which wasn’t his goal, and 
simply hid his head between his crossed arms as his thoughts wafted around his consciousness. He 
has that song stuck in his head. He might learn it on the guitar when he has the time to. It’s quite 
the calming melody, and he could use more of that kind of stuff nowadays. It’s definitely 
something he needed to relax himself for the time being. 


He can be mad later about Barbatos being little help to them. 


He’s half-asleep for a while, dreaming of nothing but darkness and the whooshes of the light wind. 
Diluc wakes to the sound of a chair rattling across from him followed by a short sigh and the sound 
of something being pushed towards him across the wooden tabletop. 


Still being half awake, Diluc raises his head and blinks at the blurry figure. “Hm?” 

Kaeya gives him a weakened coy smile as Diluc looks at the item below him. 

“What is this?” he asks Kaeya. “That better not be alcohol in your glass.” 

“Tt’s wild berry cider. I can’t be bothered to sneak into your cellar right now, lucky for you.” 
Lucky for you as well, Diluc wants to add, but Kaeya keeps speaking. 


“T also couldn’t be bothered with pouring you a glass of grape juice so I got you the same thing. I 


hope you don’t mind,” Kaeya says, blinking heavily. 
“Oh,” Diluc responds, glancing down at the dark maroon juice. “Thank you.” 


He could joke around with Kaeya if he wanted to, but the way he speaks sounds so forced, almost 
like he’s still fazed by what’s been going on in unworldly places. How could he not be fazed? Now 
is probably not a good time for much kidding around, despite how badly both of them want things 
to feel fine. 


“Did you force yourself out of bed?” Diluc asks, noting the sleepiness in his eye. “I wouldn’t have 
minded if you slept more.” 


“Kind of,” Kaeya sighs. “I want to save the rest of my sleeping for later though.” He glances 
around the atmosphere. “And I’d rather be awake, so not much ‘forcing’ needed.” 


Diluc releases a low hum. For once he thinks to himself: I’d better not ask about that . 
“That’s okay,” Diluc says gently. 
Kaeya looks down into his own glass, his face like stone. 


“Hey, you still need to eat,” Diluc reminds him. “Remember, I told you I’d always be on your back 
about eating when you needed to.” 


Kaeya snorts, gazing up at him with a twitching smile. “That was so long ago,” he mumbles. 


“But I said it, and I don’t bluff,” Diluc says as he rises from his seat. “I’m going to get you 
something to eat.” 


In no time, Diluc returns to the back patio where Kaeya is carefully tipping his glass of wild berry 
cider to the side with his index finger. He serves him the stew as he lowers himself across from 
him again. 


Kaeya, noticing Diluc, lets his glass rest and looks up at him. “Thank you.” He makes no move to 
go into his food just yet. “Has Lumine returned yet?” he asks. 


Diluc shakes his head. “No. I can’t imagine what is taking her so long to come back.” 


And Kaeya just smacks his lips. He obviously knows something about her that Diluc doesn’t. He’ ll 
try not to let it get to him. 


“That’s okay,” Kaeya says. “I don’t expect Childe to be up for a while longer, so we’ll let her do 
what she needs to do.” He grabs onto the spoon and twists it around the small bowl. 


“Why?” 
“Why what?” Kaeya asks, cocking his head. 
“Why don’t you expect Childe to be up for a while?” Diluc asks. 


Kaeya clears his throat, and glances down at his stew. “He used a lot of skills he knew from his 
training in the Abyss. It drains him, especially if he overdoes it, which he did.” 


“Oh,” says Diluc. 


“Yeah. I’m not sure if we would have made it out safely without his power since his Delusion is 


useless in that realm,” he adds, gently shoving his dish away. 
Oh, so, so many questions. “He has a Delusion?” Diluc asks. 
“You didn’t know?” 

“Why in all of Teyvat would I know that?” Diluc asks. 


“T figured you would assume since he was a skilled Fatui Harbinger that he should own one, no?” 
Kaeya asks. “You’re not upset, are you? You’ ve had your fair share of Delusion use too, am I not 
wrong?” 


Diluc doesn’t know what game Kaeya is trying to play with him, but he won’t let it distract him 
from the most important of things right now. He’ll table this conversation for now. 


“Are you going to eat your food?” Diluc asks. 

“T really have no choice, do I?” 

“You don’t,” Diluc confirms, pushing the bowl of stew back towards his brother. 
Kaeya sighs and picks his spoon from the bowl. 


It’s quiet as Kaeya eats. They frequently share awkward and unnerving glances with each other 
every so often, as they know there’s serious things they should be discussing, but it’s clear that 
neither of them are ready to walk down that path so soon (even despite how much Diluc had been 
thinking about this continuing catastrophe in the past few hours). 


Eventually, Kaeya uneasily pushes his half-finished serving away from him. He’s always been iffy 
about eating under poor health conditions. Diluc wordlessly acknowledges his pause in eating as he 
watches Kaeya close his eye. From the way his body moves-- or lack thereof-- it almost as if he’s 
fallen asleep, but then finally: 


“T don’t think I can do this,” he whispers. 

“You don’t have to finish your food,” Diluc replies. 

“Never mind,” Kaeya sighs before going in for a drink of his cider. 
Damn it. 

“We’re going to talk about this later,” Kaeya mutters into his glass. 


Before Diluc can protest, the door to the manor flies open. The movement manages to startle both 
of them, and Diluc is prepared to yell at the culprit (assuming it’s the Delusion-wielder he had let 
into his house), but swallows his words when Lumine emerges from the doorway. 


“Lumine, you’re back,” Kaeya says, a hint of practiced astonishment in his voice. 
“We’re back,” Paimon announces. “Sorry for the rude entrance.” 


“T’m sorry I took so long,” Lumine says, stepping out further into the patio. “I wanted to explore 
the gorge while you and Childe slept, but we got very sidetracked.” 


“Did you find anything suspicious?” Kaeya asks. Diluc can tell he’s masking his alarm, as Diluc is 
trying to hide his own surprise as well. Had she gone in....? 


“We ran into a... friend... of ours. An old friend,” Paimon says unsteadily. 
“Your brother?” Diluc blurts. 


Lumine shakes her head. “I convinced our friend to follow us down here,” she says. She looks at 
Kaeya. “He wants to meet you.” 


A sharp sourness settles in Diluc’s gut. He doesn’t want to seem delusional or naive, but he has the 
feeling that this friend is from somewhere only a dedicated and strong adventurer like Lumine 
could have gone before. Someone from somewhere very ... very far away. 


“Now’s not the best time,” Kaeya says, warily sliding a finger across the strap of his eyepatch. 


“IT know, Kaeya,” Lumine replies, taking a short step forward. “I know it’s not the best time, which 
is why I brought him. I think he can help you.” 


Kaeya takes a deep breath. “Alright,” he decides. “Bring him here.” 
Paimon nods. “Let’s go,” she says before flying off around the corner with Lumine. 


The nervous tension in the late-evening air is eerie. He can’t imagine how nervous Kaeya is 
compared to him. He doesn’t look very nervous, but Diluc knows he does a damn good job of 
hiding it when he needs to (though the playing with his eye-patch strap is a giveaway for Diluc). 


Suddenly, a shrill shriek sounds from the side of the mansion, alongside Lumine shouting, “Woah! 
Hey, knock it off!” 


Of course, the noise sends both Kaeya and Diluc sprinting after Lumine’s footsteps to see what in 
Barbatos’ name is going on. The very first thing Diluc notices is a tall, long blond haired young 
man with his back turned to him. Right away Diluc notices the ominous, out-of-place black 
clothing; tight black pants and a long matching cape, and recounts that this is the same guy that 
Charles had been suspicious of at Angel’s Share. Diluc hadn’t gotten a good look at his face ever, 
as he always sat in the most shadowed areas of the tavern, but from the clothes and the hair, this 
had to be the same person. 


He doesn’t spend a lot of time observing this man for long because his eyes are led to further back 
where Childe, looking disheveled and feral, is in the middle of dismissing his water blades-- 
shaking them away into mist. 


“What’s going on?” Kaeya asks. 


Both Lumine and the strange man turn around, and Diluc tries not to step back in shock. A 
midnight colored mask fills in about half of the left side of his face, and now Diluc can see that the 
inner-side of his large cape is decorated with a luminous galaxy pattern. The most eye-catching 
item he has is a glowing blue cruciform gem implanted into the chest of his tunic. It looks 
important, and something Diluc has never seen in all of his exploration of Teyvat. 


From beside him, Diluc can hear Kaeya’s breath hitch at the sight. Lumine’s friend and Kaeya 
watch each other like hawks as Paimon explains the situation. 


“We found Childe about to charge at Dain!” Paimon cries. 
“You know this guy?” Childe exclaims, eyes widening in clear consternation. 


“Yes!” says Paimon. 


Lumine exhales. “Everyone, this is Dainsleif,” she introduces, lightly gesturing towards the cold- 
faced man. 


Dainsleif doesn’t make time for introducing himself further. “Are you the Cavalry Captain the 
traveler had been telling me about?” he asks. 


“T am,” Kaeya answers in a low voice. 
“And you’re from Khaenri’ah, if I haven’t been deceived,” Dainsleif continues. 


Diluc looks at Kaeya. It’s expected that Kaeya would hesitate to answer, but there’s a certain rage 
in his one-eyed glare that is far from simply just hesitating because he’s afraid. He looks angry, but 
Diluc is sure he’s the only one who is able to read through his concentrated expression. 


“Who are you?” Kaeya asks. 


“T don’t have a title for my line of work,” Dainsleif begins, “but I specialize in affairs related to 
working against the Abyss Order,” he explains carefully. 


“Liar!’”’ Childe shouts. He approaches the group in long strides and again looks prepared to strike 
Dainsleif if he needs to. 


“That can’t be true,” Kaeya says, now letting his displeasure show in the tone of his voice. 
“Why not?” Paimon asks. 


“You--” Kaeya starts. He’s already red in the face. “You’re wearing the same clothes as the people 
who nearly killed Childe and I.” 
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“Let me explain,” Dainsleif says calmly, despite the shock of the entire surrounding party. 


“No!” Childe demands, stepping in between Lumine and Dainsleif. He’s only a couple inches taller 
than Childe, but his straight-face glare compared to the harbringer’s outward anger makes him 
tower over the other. “We won’t trust you!” 


‘““Wait-- what?” Paimon shakes her head, dismissing her previous exclamation. “Never mind! Just 
listen to him!” 


“He’ll kill us all!’ Childe tells Paimon. 


Diluc looks to Kaeya for an input, but he seems to be speechless as well. He’s slack-jawed, glaring 
between Dainsleif and Childe as he attempts to rat him out. 


“No he won’t,” Lumine defends. 
“Tell them, Dainsleif!”’ Paimon cries. 
“We won’t believe you,” Childe spits. 


“Tf I didn’t have a lunatic trying to talk over me, I would be very happy to explain my attire,” 
Dainsleif mutters, side-eyeing the furious ginger beside him. 


“We were just in the Abyss--” 


“T want to hear him out,” Kaeya interrupts, slowly turning his gaze back to Dainsleif. “I'll know if 
he’s lying. I would feel guilty and hypocritical if we didn’t give him a chance.” 


Now this shuts Childe up right away, and it even earns Dainsleif an apologetic frown from him too. 
He gets what Kaeya is trying to say, and so does everyone else. Plus, Kaeya is incredibly skilled at 
picking out practiced lies, so there isn’t much need to worry. 


Still, as they follow Dainsleif out into the far side of the property-- as to avoid people overhearing 
their conversation-- Diluc can feel his hands begin to sweat by his hips. He might even be shaking 


given how weak his footsteps feel underneath him. If Kaeya hadn’t said anything, he might’ ve 
started siding with Childe as well. The idea of someone linked to the Abyss helping them out with 
all of this is frightening, especially with what they’ve been doing to Kaeya’s psyche. Diluc tries his 
best not to let his nervousness show as they reach a small creek located a few acres away from the 
manor. 


Almost right away, Dainsleif explains his position as an ex-Abyss Herald apprentice, and that he 
fled the Abyss before he could ever be granted said role. He made it pretty clear that he hates how 
the authority of the Abyss thinks, and wants nothing to do with them, but at the same time wants to 
achieve the same things. The reason why he bears the same apprenticeship attire is because he 
finds no reason why he should unclothe himself. It gives him the option to spy on the Abyss Order 
when the time comes. 


The claims sound rather fraudulent to Diluc, who listens with a stiff deadpan. How is he expected 
to believe all of this? But he looks at Kaeya who is beside him. His heels are digging into the 
grassy sand as he watches Dainsleif with a cautious glare. He doesn’t seem upset or disturbed by 
what Lumine’s special friend has to say about himself, so Diluc doubles back on his arising 
suspicions and chooses just to listen to him for now. 


Everyone is patient while Dainsleif speaks more about himself. The information he is giving is a 
lot, but it seems vague at the same time. Especially when he brings up failing to guard Khaenri’ah 
from it’s fall nearly 500 years ago. This is the first time someone interrupts Dainsleif in the midst 
of his long-winded explanation. 


“You better not run this little factoid over like you did with the last pieces of information you’ ve 
given us,” Kaeya says coolly, folding his arms over his chest. 


“Why not?” Dainsleif asks blankly, staring at him through this half-mask. “You say you can detect 
a lie, correct?” 


“Why not?” Kaeya scoffs. “It would be smart to address this. I’m aware you may know this 
already, but for the others-- in Khaenri’ah, children from birth are taught to resent a certain 
Twilight Sword who failed to protect the nation.” His contempt for Dainsleif’s claim of being the 
historic Twilight Sword-- an infamous royal guard for Khaenri’ah-- shows very well through his 
posture and facial expression. “If you’re here to help us, I should be able to trust you, and right 
now you ve brought my trust back to zero.” 


“T’m here to help you,” Dainsleif restates. Finally, a hint of emotion shows through his stone-like 
face. He seems upset that Kaeya isn’t trusting him, which is neither a good or bad sign. However, 
it is some kind of sign that they will need to figure out Dainsleif’s intentions before any decision- 
making takes place. “I know I failed to protect Khaenri’ah, but I am looking for revenge. To take 
back what our people lost on that dreadful day.” 


Dainsleif slowly paces across the gathering as he continues. “I mentioned before that the Abyss 
Order and I have similar motives: to take down Celestia. However, the Abyss Order has got to go 
first. | imagine that what they’ve been doing for many years on end could be angering the gods of 
this world. It’s extremely likely, in fact. The acts of the Abyss Order are reckless and inhumane. 
Perhaps even more when it comes to the archon’s tyranny.” 


He turns to face Childe who is evidently disgruntled with his last sentence. 


He continues. “I’ve seen my fair share of Abyssal corruption and manipulation, as I myself had 
spent a good majority of my life believing that what they were doing was right.” 


A certain question knocks profoundly in Diluc’s chest. “How do we know you’re still not under 
Abyssal corruption?” he asks. 


Dainsleif seems surprised to hear him speak, but he has no problem with returning a quick answer. 
“Truth be told, anyone corrupted by the Abyss cannot fully escape the piece of humanity it takes 
away from them.” 


Bitter quietness sits in the air. The surrounding party glances at each other, the most focus going to 
Childe and Kaeya. A final hope Diluc has clings onto the idea of Kaeya-- even Childe-- telling 
Dainsleif that he is wrong for saying that, but no one says a thing. 


Lumine looks devastated to hear this news. Poor thing, Diluc thinks. She must care a whole lot 
about her friends. 


“Will you let him help you, Kaeya?” Paimon asks hesitantly. 


Kaeya clenches his jaw as he thinks of his answer. After a moment he asks Dainsleif, “What do 
you know already?” 


“Lumine here told me you’re from Khaenri’ah and you have relations to the Abyss,” Dainsleif 
replies, returning to his straight face. “Not that that should be a surprise to me. Tell me: what is 
underneath that eyepatch of yours?” 


“T plan to go back to the Abyss to figure something out about myself,” Kaeya tells him, swerving 
away from his question. “Maybe to kill someone as well if it comes to that.” 


“You don’t have a plan,” Dainsleif concludes, his eyes deeply staring into Kaeya’s. 
“Not one that I want to disclose,” Kaeya responds. 


The weight of the atmosphere squeezes heavily against Diluc’s lightened body. He feels as if he 
should say something, but he knows his input will be unnecessary and he holds himself back. This 
pressing issue between the assumed immortal “Twilight Sword” and the ex-Khaenri’ahn dweller 
can only be solved by the subjects involved. Even Childe looks as if he’s swallowing words at this 
moment. The pressure for Dainsleif or Kaeya to speak rises quickly. 


It seems like hours until Dainsleif begins to speak again. “You don’t have a plan,” he repeats 
coolly. “I can tell you haven’t spent much time in the Abyss. I sense no issue with assuming you 
wouldn’t be able to navigate yourself around the Abyssal realm if dropped there suddenly.” He 
takes a step towards Kaeya. “Am I correct?” he asks. 


“Survival isn’t about navigation, Dainsleif,’ Kaeya replies slowly. “I can be lost the entire time and 
still carry myself fine.” 


“You humor me,” Dainsleif says blankly. “Navigation is half of survival. It’s best not to wear 
yourself out by wandering around all the time. With my help, you will be freed from the days you 
may spend figuring out the Abyss’ environment.” 


“T’m navigating,” Childe says suddenly. His voice rings like a pen dropped in an empty room. 


Dainsleif, much to everyone’s surprise, does a half chuckle to this as he faces the speaker. “Childe- 
- if that is even your real name, you are in no condition for reliable navigation in the Abyss. I don’t 
believe you are strong enough,” Dainsleif says, swiftly approaching the Harbinger. 


“Childe is very strong,” Lumine says-- sounding considerably annoyed with her guest. 


“Sure,” Dainsleif accepts, shrugging slightly. “Physically, I have no doubts about that.” He looks 
at Childe who hasn’t turned away from glaring disdainfully at him. “You, I know, have been in the 
Abyss for quite a long period of time for a Teyvatian being. Four months in Abyssal time-measure- 
- and then some. Though you have been in the overworld without much interruption for years now, 
you were only a child at the time when you fell into the Abyss.” 


“How do you know that?” Paimon asks meekly. 


“Tt’s a sense gained from persistent long term training in the Abyss,” Dainsleif replies. He rounds 
the area around Childe. It’s very difficult to look away from him now. “As I was saying, there was 
much room for corruption at the time. A child who was so young, and so naive. It’s not your fault 
that your young mind yearned for such great power, but that made it all the more easier for the 
Abyss Order to gain control of that head of yours. You have to understand that with someone 
already suffering from Abyssal corruption, someone who can easily be broken, cannot be entrusted 
with a leadership role like that.” Dainsleif pauses in front of him, his words have gotten Childe to 
ghost over. “I know you do not plan on turning on your friend here, but going back there without 
proper instruction and preparation won’t do either of you very good.” 


“You bring up a good point,” Kaeya says, a certain slyness peppering his voice, “but you fail to 
explain why your corruption is more trustworthy than his.” 


“T spent years upon years focusing on learning the environment of my own psyche. It’s become 
much easier to recognize what ideas belong to me and what ideas do not. Reaching this mental 
stability is a long and painful process that neither of you have time for,” Dainsleif explains briefly, 
folding his arms over his chest. 


Dainsleif’s words are extremely convincing, but Diluc feels sick to his stomach when he mulls 
over all of this information. Even if what he says is true to his own conscience, what if he has 
everything backwards? What if he thinks he’s helping them but really has fallen completely to the 
Abyss Order, and he is actually doing what they want? In a matter like this, Diluc is unsure on how 
anyone, even Kaeya, can tell the truth from fallacy. 


“In simple terms, you believe that neither of us are stable enough to go down there alone,” Kaeya 
judges, following Dansleif’s motion of crossing his arms. 


“Indeed,” answers Dainsleif, turning to face Kaeya. 
“What might be your plan for solving all of this, then?” Diluc asks, peering daggers at Dainsleif. 


“T already told you all and Lumine here a long time ago that I want anything that the Abyss Order 
doesn’t want. I assume Commander Auge will want Kaeya to join him, because I can’t see any 
other reason as to why he would want to see you again after all these years when he heard about 
what a great fighter you have came to be,” he finishes, looking at Kaeya who is visibly 
discomforted by the usage of-- what is assumed to be-- his father’s name. 


Dainsleif continues. “If this plan you claim to have-- which, still, I doubt you do have-- fails, this 
mission of yours may end up tallying another win for the Abyss Order, and a large one at that. Any 
wrong move: a step into the wrong district, or a nice chit-chat with the wrong being-- can end in 
utter failure for both you and your friendly Fatui Harbinger over there.” 


The creek trickles quietly by Childe’s boots as he is left dumbstruck by what Dainsleif has to say. 
Lumine now looks uncertain about all of this, a strong comparison from her hopefulness when she 
had first arrived back at the winery. After a short moment, everyone stares at Kaeya as he considers 
his response. 


Kaeya gives a slow blink. He frowns as he wrestles with his thoughts, vacantly peering at the 
pebbles under his feet. Then he looks up at Dainsleif and releases a short sigh. “I’m sorry, but I 
can’t accept your help,” Kaeya decides. He glances at Lumine who seems to have reacted the most, 
eyebrows high and mouth ajar. “I’m... quite sure you’ re telling the truth, though my perception of 
things has been rather slippery these days. I would need days to come to a more rounded 
conclusion, but there are a few things about you that don’t sit right with me,” he tells Dainsleif. 


It’s a polite rejection, much more polite than what someone would expect in such a situation. 
Knowing Kaeya, Diluc can hear the seasoned disgust in his refusal. Although he had somewhat 
sided with what Dainsleif was saying at the end of his spiel, Diluc will trust Kaeya far easier than 
this strange man on such subject matter. Why would there be any reason to convince Kaeya that his 
conclusion is wrong, anyway? 


“T don’t want you with me on my journey,” Kaeya says. “I need someone who [| already trust. At 
least for now. I trust we will make it far without extra help.” 


Dainsleif nods. It’s a slow nod, like he is comprehending Kaeya’s words in his head and accepting 
them one by one. “Okay,” he replies. “I am not one to make someone go against their own 
consciousness, so I will let the discussion of me coming along sit for the time being.” Dainsleif 
calmly clasps his hands under his waist. “When you all are ready, please let me escort you to a safe 
part of the Abyss realm, at the very least.” 


“Thank you,” Kaeya responds. “It’s just me and Childe.” 
The night feels cold all of a sudden. 

“What?” Diluc exclaims. 

“Huh?” shouts Paimon and Lumine. 


And Kaeya, he is caught off guard by this outburst. First he looks at Lumine. “I can’t make you 
come with me to solve my issues,” he explains to her. “If anything, you should be down there to 
find some closure, which you likely need more than I do.” He looks at Diluc who is staring at him 
as if he’d just killed an innocent dog. “Diluc,” Kaeya says gently. “Do you know how horrible ’'d 
feel if something happened to you down there? I don’t want you to potentially suffer because of my 
own problems.” A heartfelt sentence that sounds like knives and-- stupidity. “I need one of us to be 
sane when I come back, you know?” 


“You can’t be serious,” Diluc sputters. Gods, he can’t even find words to say. Is Kaeya stupid or is 
he just being sensitive again? There’s no way in Celestia that he can possibly think he’s right to say 
these sorts of things to him... 


“Kaeya, you’re acting foolish,” Lumine says bluntly. “Diluc and I are coming too, end of story. I'll 
at least help until I need to cover something personal.” 


“Do you know how much I suffered today while you were away?” Diluc asks Kaeya who returns a 
surprised widening of his eye. “I can’t do that again. Not for longer, so much so. Who knows how 
long you will be down there for?” 


“However long I’ll be down there for, it will be shorter in this world,” Kaeya replies, his certainty 
breaking ever so slightly. “I need someone to cover for me. You know they say ‘if no one notices, 
then it never happened’.” 


Such horrible, horrible phrasing. 


Diluc’s hisses at an onset headache. The sudden pain is blinding— or maybe the flashbacks are the 
things that blind him. He stumbles away from the group, a fist pressed against his forehead as 
Childe calls Kaeya an idiot in the midst of the darkness. 


“If you actually don’t want Diluc to come, then I will personally take him as my plus one,” Childe 
says. 


“Tt’s not that, it’s the fact that I don’t want-- no-- Ican’t let something happen to him down there.” 
“You think he isn’t strong enough?” Lumine asks. 

“You think he cares about that?” Childe asks. 

“You two are not understanding me. Of course I want him to come, but at the same time...” 


Kaeya’s words fade as Diluc turns his back to the group and slowly hunches over. His head is 
screaming words and phrases to him. It’s loud, and he doesn't fully understand what he’s trying to 
exactly tell himself until the words begin to overlap. 


There is no way he’ll let himself be left behind. 


He rushes back to the group when a rushing fire overcomes his veins. Kaeya is still trying to 
defend himself, but he stops abruptly when Diluc returns and stares wildly at him. 


Kaeya reacts with a gawk of concern. “You’re sweating,” he mutters. 


“If you die--” Diluc says. His voice shakes just like the hand that wonders towards Kaeya’s bicep. 
“T can’t-- ’'m not going to cover for you,” he tells him, firmly grabbing onto his arm. 


Kaeya glances at his arm, then back at Diluc, a guilty and sympathetic frown forming on his lips. 
The audience of three watches them intently. 


“If you die, Kaeya,” Diluc bites his tongue in an attempt to recover control over himself, “then I 
might die too for avenging you afterwards. I'll fight with you. For you. We will fight together, and 
I won’t hold you back.” 


Kaeya nods nearly right away, his eyes burning with regret. He places a hand on Diluc’s 
outstretched arm and brings him into a tight embrace. Diluc, still disoriented with his episode of 
distraught passion, clings onto his shoulders. 


“T’m sorry, Diluc,” Kaeya mumbles. “If you really... really don’t fear for yourself, then-- I do want 
you to come with.” He lets go of Diluc who is quickly regaining his composure. 


“T think you need him, Kaeya,” Paimon says, somewhat matter-of-factly. 


Kaeya gives Diluc a weak smile, and he can’t help but mirror the gesture. “Yeah, you aren’t 
wrong, Paimon.” 


“Have you got it settled?” Dainsleif asks. His expression lacks any emotion, as if nothing had 
happened within the past couple of minutes. 


“Childe and Diluc are coming with me,” Kaeya answers. He looks at Lumine. “And Lumine and 
Paimon as well, but they are free to venture off as they please.” 


“Thank you,” Lumine says before sharing a gesture of excitement with her travel buddy. 


“Ts this your final answer?” Dainsleif asks. 
“For the meantime: yes,” Kaeya replies. 


“Very well,” Dainsleif says, eyeing the group of four. “Then it is settled. Go to Dadaupa Gorge 
when you are ready, and I will find you all there.” 


“We’re ready,” Paimon says, swirling around Lumine. 
“T am too,” Kaeya sighs. 
Diluc’s gaze flicks to Kaeya. “Not so fast.” 


“Yeah,” Childe whines. “I need sleep. And also, I was thinking we should go out for noodles 
before we go because I can’t remember if they have any down there.” He looks at Kaeya. “Only if 
you want to, of course.” 


Kaeya grunts, squeezing his eye shut in frustration until Diluc cups a hand on his shoulder. He 
glances at him then exhales, allowing himself to loosen up. 


“Alright,” Kaeya decides. “More sleep and noodles, and that’s final. I will be leaving you all if 
anything else.” 


“Sounds good,” says Diluc. 
“Deal,” Childe agrees. 
“We will be ready,” Lumine says. 


Kaeya stifles a smile underneath the palm of his hand. One thing for sure is now Kaeya is 
definitely aware of his friends that care about him so much. At least that is one good outcome that 
has risen from all of this madness. 


A happier ending will have to arrive later. Some time far after sleeping and eating noodles, that’s 
for sure. 
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Epilogue 
Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Venti the Bard skips across the stone-tiled sidewalk outside of the Ordo Favonius Headquarters, a 

jolly smile plastered across his face. He hums a merry tune, frivolously whooshing by the entrance 
guards as they glower at his peculiar joyfulness. Despite being around for so many years, it seems 

that the citizens of Mondstadt will never familiarize themselves with the happy-go-lucky soul that 

Venti portrays himself to be. 


He bounds inside the large building and marches to the front desk where the secretary 
acknowledges him with a broad grin. Venti favors her greetings over the stiff guard’s weary 
glances. 


“Good morning, Venti!” Lizzie says. “What can I do for you?” 


Venti curls his fingers around the edge of the desk, standing nearly nose-to-nose with Lizzie. “I 
request a meeting with Acting Grand Master Jean, if you please,” he replies before lowering 
himself to his heels. 


“How soon do you need a meeting? I’m afraid she’s busy at the moment,” Lizzie informs, offering 
Venti a sympathetic frown. 


Venti purses his lips and glances at Jean’s office door. He needs a meeting now. Before nightfall, 
but now preferably. “That won't do,” Venti sighs melodramatically. “This is very very very 
important!” 


“She’s having a meeting right now, though,” Lizzie explains. “And I can tell it’s important because 
she pushed back another meeting for this one. I’m terribly sorry, Venti.” 


Venti shoots her a wide grin. “That’s okay! It’s not your fault. I will come back another time,” he 
says as he whirls around. 


“Wait! Shouldn’t you schedule a meeting so this won't happen again?” Lizzie calls. 
“T’m good!” Venti replies, strolling towards the grand doors. “Thanks again!” 


And then, as soon as he reaches for the door handle, Jean’s office door opens. Out walks Cavalry 
Captain Kaeya Alberich looking so stone-faced yet so exhausted. Diluc follows afterwards, 
speeding after Kaeya before matching his pace. He looks rather ashamed for some reason, but 
Venti turns a blind eye to that. Jean appears next, standing in the doorway, her entire face reading 
displeasure and worry. She doesn’t follow them despite how much she looks like she wants to. 


Venti, feigning ignorance, happily holds the door for the two. Diluc, sends him a suspectful glance 
on the way out, but he doesn’t say anything else. Kaeya is too concentrated to even notice that he 
had been there. Fair enough. Venti is here for Jean anyway. 


“Ts there a reason why you are here?” Jean asks him. 


Venti forgives the irritable tone of voice right away. He faces her, allowing the large door to 
slowly shut behind him. 


“Yes,” Venti replies. “I wanted to talk to you about the protection of Mondstadt. I feel like we need 
an emphasis on that, and I am willing to help!” he says proudly. 


Jean’s melancholy expression forms into a look of surprise. It’s one thing for Venti-- notorious for 
being incredibly lazy-- to volunteer to help out around the city more, but also... 


“Wow,” Jean says. “This is perfect timing. Why don’t you come in my office so we can talk more 
about this?” 


“Of course!’ Venti cheers. 


Venti knows that this is absolutely perfect timing. Divine knowledge-- (aka being very good at 
snooping around)-- had told him that Kaeya is going to be away for some time... and maybe a long 
time if things get too bad. 


Someone needs to protect Mondstadt while he is away, and Venti will volunteer himself for the 
job. Why? Because he loves Mondstadt, and he too wants to help out Kaeya by somewhat filling in 
while he’s away. 


But the biggest reason that lies under this so-called “volunteering” to help is that Venti cannot 
fathom the idea of what may happen to Mondstadt-- or Teyvat even-- if Kaeya falls to the Abyss. 
It’s likely that this personal issue may turn into something much much worse, so Venti needs to 
make sure that Mondstadt and himself will be ready for Abyss Order advancement if it comes to 
that. 


Kaeya is strong and smart, and Venti honestly doesn’t have much reason to fear as it is a personal 
issue after all. 


Really, Venti can’t seem to forget about Khaenri’ah. 
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